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Abstract 
This thesis investigates the rise of aviation and its influence on modernist literature 
in the first half of the twentieth century, arguing that the emergence of heavier-
than-air flight facilitated experimentation and innovation in modernist writing in 
order to capture the new experience of flight and its impact on the modern world. 
Previous critical discussions largely focus on militarist and nationalist ideas and 
beliefs regarding the uses of the aeroplane, and in doing so overlook the diversity 
of attitudes and approaches towards aviation that had greater influence on 
modernist thought. Through a historicist reading of a selection of modernist texts, 
this study extends scholarly debates by linking alternative views of aviation and 
modernist literary and narrative experimentation. I begin my study by exploring how 
H.G. Wells’s calls for the establishment of a world government (necessitated by the 
emergence of aviation) led to an increasingly assertive and urgent tone in his later 
writings. His works serve as a useful starting point to read the more experimental, 
modernist prose forms that follow in his wake. While Wells’s texts were affected on 
a pragmatic level, those of the modernists were affected in a more imaginative, 
perceptual, and sensory way, which highlights the deeper extent to which aviation 
influenced modernist thought. For Virginia Woolf, the all-encompassing aerial view 
offered a new way of seeing the connections between living things, leading to an 
expanded narrative scope in her later writings. For William Faulkner, flight as aerial 
performance and spectacle was a liberating experience and became a metaphor 
for escape from an increasingly capitalistic and creativity-deprived world. John Dos 
Passos, in contrast, saw the effects of air travel as harmful to the human senses 
and perceptions of the world around, leading him to incorporate aspects of flight 
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into his fast-paced, multi-modal narratives in order to convey and critique the 
disorienting and alienating experience of flight. Collectively, these chapters show 
that as much as the aeroplane was capable of causing mass destruction, it was 
also constructive in the way that it enabled these new ways of thinking, and it is 
this complex and paradoxical nature, this thesis proposes, that makes the 
aeroplane an important modernist symbol. 
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Introduction 
 Modernist Literature and the Rapid Rise of Aviation 
 
1. Modernist Literature and Twentieth-Century Aviation 
Aviation in its early years in the first half of the twentieth century is often regarded 
in its military form as opposed to its largely commercial form today. Images of 
aerial combat, reconnaissance, and strategic bombing are frequently conjured up 
when one looks back to the years following the realization of heavier-than-air flight 
by the Wright brothers in 1903, which is telling of the aeroplane’s predominantly 
military role in the early years of its invention. In fact, one of the first contracts the 
Wright brothers secured after their successful invention was with the United States 
military in 1907, who had been looking for functional flying machines for military 
use.1 The following years witnessed military forces around the world, particularly 
those of France, Germany, and Italy, investing heavily in aeronautical 
developments, and soon after they were vying against each other in order to 
establish air supremacy, which became synonymous with national pride.2 
Modernist literature also came to prominence in the first half of the twentieth 
century. As the aeroplane revolutionized military strategies and the way wars were 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Further discussion on military use and development of the aeroplane in its early years 
can be found in Chapter 1. 
2 Several noteworthy studies have been carried out on aviation and nationalism in different 
countries. Some of them include Joseph Corn, The Winged Gospel: America’s Romance 
with Aviation (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1983); Peter Fritzsche, A Nation of Fliers: 
German Aviation and the Popular Imagination (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1992); David Edgerton, England and the Aeroplane: Militarism, Modernity and Machines 
(London: Penguin Books Ltd., 2013); and Scott W. Palmer, Dictatorship of the Air: Aviation 
Culture and the Fate of Modern Russia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
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fought, modernist writers can be seen to register these changes in their writing. 
W.B. Yeats, for instance, notably features an airman in ‘An Irish Airman Foresees 
His Death’, which was written at the end of the First World War in 1918. The 
airman refers to Robert Gregory, the son of Yeats’s friend, who died in the air 
during the war. What is striking about this poem, however, is that the airman does 
not feel any sense of patriotic duty as a military flyer, stating, “Those that I fight I do 
not hate / Those that I guard I do not love,” and that, “Nor law, nor duty bade me 
fight.”3 Nor does the airman see any point to the war, believing that, “No likely end 
could bring them loss / Or leave them happier than before.”4 Instead, what 
attracted him to his role as an airman was, “A lonely impulse of delight,”5 which 
reveals a significant discrepancy between the national military perception of 
aviation and the individual citizen’s point of view towards flight. Following that 
“lonely impulse of delight” and shifting focus away from the conventional image of a 
patriotic, military man, the poem itself breaks away from the traditional elegy by 
being articulated before the airman’s death rather than after. The foreshadowing of 
his death in the poem’s first two lines, “I know that I shall meet my fate / 
Somewhere among the clouds above”,6 distorts the chronology of events by 
leaping to the end of his life at the beginning of the poem. While the manipulation 
of time here may allude to the aeroplane’s role in catalysing his death, it also 
highlights the aeroplane’s fantastical capacity to fly, traversing distance and time, 
which is also the source of the airman’s delight. The aeroplane, then, is not only 
seen as a vehicle of destruction, but also as an exciting, revolutionary invention. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 W.B. Yeats, ‘An Irish Airman Foresees his Death’, Later Poems (London: Macmillan and 
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The influence of its dichotomous nature on modernist writing forms the subject of 
this thesis. 
This thesis seeks to investigate the broad impact of aviation on modernist 
literature, proposing that the rise of aviation facilitated experimentation and 
innovation in modernist writing in order to convey the new experience of flight. As I 
will show, previous studies tend to focus predominantly on aviation’s military and 
nationalist past, and in doing so, overlook various other attitudes towards flight that 
were present and that had greater influence on modernist thought. Modernist 
literature, I demonstrate in this thesis, frequently attests to the presence of 
alternative, diverse, complex, and shifting attitudes towards aviation that did not 
conform to militarist or nationalist perceptions. In the following chapters, I illustrate 
the various ways in which aviation influenced the writings of H.G. Wells (who 
presents a useful contrast to the modernist writers),7 Virginia Woolf, William 
Faulkner, and John Dos Passos. Firstly, I show how aviation prompted new ways 
of imagining the future, just as Wells envisioned a world government through 
international control of aviation. In the second chapter, I point out how the 
aeroplane offered an all-encompassing, panoptic aerial view of the world below, 
thereby opening up new ways of seeing and thinking about the interconnections 
between various living things for Woolf. In the next chapter, I demonstrate how, for 
Faulkner, the aeroplane became a realized symbol of liberation and escape from 
the problems of the increasingly capitalistic and materialistic world below. Yet, I 
argue in the final chapter on Dos Passos’s texts, flight also problematized that 
symbol by becoming itself a commodity in high demand. In order to express these 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 I explain the inclusion of Wells in my study in the following Methodology section. 
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various perceptions of flight and the new ways of seeing and experiencing the 
world that it offered, modernist writers needed to experiment with literary 
techniques, as traditional, continuous, straightforward prose was no longer 
sufficient. Such techniques include combining verse with prose, expanding 
geographical, temporal, and narrative scope, and distorting the pace of the texts to 
produce discontinuous and fragmented narratives that helped to capture images of 
an increasingly interconnected and rapidly changing world.  
So, as much as the aeroplane was capable of causing mass destruction, it was 
also constructive in the way that it enabled these new ways of thinking. This thesis 
proposes that it is this complex and paradoxical nature, its capacity to bear 
multiple, even conflicting, significances—from liberation and adventure to 
estrangement and destruction—that makes the aeroplane an important modernist 
symbol. As Tim Armstrong states, “Modernism is in fact characterized by a series 
of seeming contradictions,” which includes, “both enthusiasm for the technological 
and fear of it.”8 Considering, as this thesis does, the rich, fluctuating history of 
aviation from the use of the aeroplane in war to Charles Lindbergh’s historic and 
triumphant flight across the Atlantic, the aeroplane, then, can be seen to strongly 
parallel the contradictory character of modernism. Furthermore, the modernist 
writer’s ambition to “encompass all of the universe”9 in his or her works can 
arguably be linked to the all-encompassing aerial view that the aeroplane affords 
us. This thesis will explore in greater detail these parallels that can be observed 
between the aeroplane and modernist literature. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Tim Armstrong, Modernism: A Cultural History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2005), p.5. 
9 Sara Danius, The Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception, and Aesthetics (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2002), p.26. 
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2. Methodology: Choice of Authors and Historicist Approach 
In order to identify the connections between the birth of aviation and the rise of 
modernism, I examine the works of three notable modernist writers, namely Woolf, 
Faulkner, and Dos Passos, all of whom had varying ideas and perceptions of flight. 
These writers also reflect modernism’s “cultural diversity”10 as they collectively 
reflect the “multitude of twentieth-century cultural and historical concerns,”11 and 
studying them will allow me to engage with the broad extent of the impact of 
aviation on modernist literature. Woolf’s writings on gender and the natural 
environment enable a discussion of how the aeroplane opened up new ways of 
looking at these issues; Faulkner’s fascination with spectacle and performance 
allows a study of how flight influenced artistic creativity; and Dos Passos’s concern 
with capitalism paves the way for a study of how commercial aviation exacerbated 
its rise and created harmful effects on the individual perception and experience of 
the everyday.   
But as a starting point for the thesis, I begin with a study of the works of Wells, who 
wrote about flight even before it was successfully realized and continued to do so 
after. His works serve as a useful comparison to those of the modernists whose 
major works were produced mostly during aviation’s golden years in the 1920s and 
1930s, helping to shed more light on the connection between the invention of the 
aeroplane and modernist literature. While the rise of aviation led to Wells’s 
adamant proposals for a world government (as I argue in the first chapter), the 
realized possibility of flight affected the modernists on a more imaginative and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Modernism, Volume 1, ed. by Astradur Eysteinsson and Vivian Liska (Amsterdam and 
Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 2007), p.6. 
11 Ibid. 
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perceptual or sensory level rather than on a pragmatic one, thus indicating the 
extent to which flight was incorporated into modernist consciousness. Furthermore, 
Wells’s aggressive style of advocacy raises the question of how to propose a more 
peaceful use for the aeroplane without adopting the authoritarian stance used by 
war propagandists. The subsequent chapters therefore also illustrate how the 
modernists experimented with a variety of literary techniques to undermine the 
militaristic and nationalist exploitation of aviation and propose a more peaceful way 
of approaching aviation without resorting to totalitarian speech. 
I have purposely included writers from both sides of the Atlantic in order to address 
the different social, political, and cultural influences that produced airmindedness 
within Britain and the United States. A particular nation’s “airmindedness” (which 
may be taken to mean its enthusiasm for heavier-than-air flight) would have 
influenced the writers’ perceptions of flight in particular ways. As Scott W. Palmer 
defines it, airmindedness is: 
[…] the particular set of cultural traditions, symbols, and markers that, 
combined with existing political culture and social institutions, constitute a 
given nation’s response to the airplane. [“Airmindedness” is thus] used to 
communicate the specific historical factors that revealed, expressed, and 
produced that enthusiasm. Put simply, I argue that both the meaning and 
the substance of air-mindedness are particular to the culture that one is 
studying.12 
Palmer’s definition is useful as it acknowledges the political factors that shape 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Scott W. Palmer, Dictatorship of the Air: Aviation Culture and the Fate of Modern Russia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p.3. 
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airmindedness and emphasizes that it varies according to nation and culture. Brett 
Holman, for instance, observes that airmindedness in Britain was “an ambiguous 
concept dominated more by awareness of the nation’s aerial peril than by the 
opportunities for new forms of cultural expression.”13 Comparatively, America can 
be seen to have possessed “unbridled enthusiasm for the flying machine.”14 
Depending on one’s approach, of course, a nation’s concept of airmindedness may 
shift. David Edgerton, for instance, argues that historians have overemphasized or 
“stressed” the British fear of the bomber too much as being the “key British attitude 
in the 1930s.”15 As a result, they overlook the enthusiasm for heavier-than-air flight 
that was also present then and that was not motivated by fear of the bomber. While 
this thesis acknowledges the strong emphasis on the development of military 
aviation in Britain and the comparatively rapid expansion of commercial aviation in 
America, it also addresses other social, political, and cultural influences on the 
writers’ notions of flight. This will help to produce an extended, and more balanced 
portrayal of twentieth-century aviation and its effects on modernist thought. 
This thesis uses a historicist approach in order to uncover the links between 
modernist literature and the rise of aviation. As Armstrong argues, the notion that 
modernism is a reaction against modernity, “must be displaced in favour of one in 
which the two are bound together in a relation which is often homologous rather 
than antagonistic.”16 Hence, the historicist approach that I take in this thesis is an 
essential one, especially considering the lack of critical attention dedicated to 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Brett Holman, The Next War in the Air: Britain’s Fear of the Bomber, 1908-1914 
(London: Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 2014), p.11, fn. 46. 
14 Palmer, p.2. 
15 David Edgerton, England and the Aeroplane: Militarism, Modernity and Machines 
(London: Penguin Books Ltd., 2013), p.14. 
16 Armstrong, p.1. 
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aviation history in studies of modernist literature. In the following chapters, I place 
the selected modernist texts against the relevant historical background, taking into 
consideration both the state of aviation at the time as well as the writer’s own 
experience or encounter with flight.  
In order to properly contextualize and historicize the texts in discussion, my 
research draws upon archival and historical materials including newspaper articles, 
essays, financial reports, photographs, and letters, that have not received as much 
critical attention as military and governmental sources in studies of aviation and 
modernism. I consider, for instance, Woolf’s diary entries and letter to Harold 
Nicolson praising Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s writing in her account of flight, North to 
the Orient (1935), which establishes interesting connections between the all-
encompassing perspective she employs in her writing and Lindbergh’s appreciation 
for the panoptic aerial view that flying affords her. Similarly, Dos Passos’s short 
passage on his first flight in Orient Express (1927) reveals an early suspicion of the 
effects of air travel on one’s senses and perception that is developed in his later 
writing such as Airways, Inc. (1928) and The Big Money (1936). Materials such as 
financial records and investment portfolios of the American aviation industry in the 
1920s and 30s, which can be found at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Air 
and Space Museum in Washington, D.C., will also be studied in order to 
reconstruct aspects of the historical background of the texts. 
3. Literature Review 
As Caren Kaplan states, “if travel is central to modernity, then the critique of travel 
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must be a fundamental priority in contemporary critical practices.”17 While critical 
studies of modernist literature have consistently been engaged with the subject of 
transport technologies and their integral role in the culture of modernism, they tend 
to place more focus on the motorcar and the railway. In The Modernism Handbook 
(2009), for example, it is asserted that, “there is perhaps no more representative 
image of Modernism than that of the railway.”18 Here, the authors state that, “Many 
classic texts of Modernism allude to the train or the tram as the locus of innovation, 
speed, changing social relations.”19 Indeed, a large body of research has been 
dedicated to studying the impact of the railway on modernism. Nicholas Daly’s 
study, for one, asserts that the railway is “more than a simple mode of transport,” 
and highlights its integral role in the “modernization of the senses,” as it “[makes] 
new demands on the sensorium of the traveller.”20 Although he focuses on 
Victorian literature and how the sensation novel helped to acclimatize 
contemporary readers to this new experience of time and space,21 he nevertheless 
points out how the railway offered an “experiential paradigm” to prepare the public 
for the coming of newer technologies like the cinema and the culture surrounding it 
that would produce the modernist movement.22 The aeroplane, then, being an 
invention of the early twentieth-century and therefore placing itself directly within 
the time period that witnessed the rise of modernism, is arguably a closer—or at 
least, another—representative symbol of modernism. It adds a unique new 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17 Caren Kaplan, ‘Transporting the Subject: Technologies of Mobility and Location in an 
Era of Globalization’, PMLA, Vol. 117, No. 1 (2002), 32-42, p.32. 
18 The Modernism Handbook, ed. by Philip Tew and Alex Murray (London: Continuum, 
2009), p.4. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Nicholas Daly, Literature, Technology, and Modernity, 1860-2000 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), p.37. 
21 Ibid., p.7. 
22 Ibid. 
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dimension of mobile aeriality to human perception, which, as I illustrate in the 
following chapters, also pervaded modernist narratives as much as the train and 
motorcar did.  
As Daly’s research indicates, a great body of critical work has focused on the 
effects of new transport technologies on the human sensory experience and 
perception. Sara Danius’s work on modernism, for instance, explores the effects of 
the motorcar on the senses and its impact on modernist literature. In her reading of 
a passage describing an automobile ride in Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of 
Things Past (1927), for instance, Danius highlights how Proust insists on “the 
primacy of the perceived” as the, “motorcar [is] turned into the subject,” thus filling 
the passage with, “the excitement of speed, the throbbing thrill of the new and the 
estrangement of the familiar.”23 This passage, Danius argues, “shows Proust at his 
most modernist, for at the center stands not a human subject but a motorcar, 
celebrated by the futurists as the true incarnation of beauty, second only to the 
airplane.”24 Had the scope of this study been widened beyond 1930 and included 
analysis of modernist texts besides those of Proust and Thomas Mann’s The Magic 
Mountain (1924), it appears likely that Danius’s research would have included the 
aeroplane as part of its argument. This thesis, then, extends Danius’s discussion 
by addressing how the aeroplane, too, affects one’s sensory experiences and 
perceptions. In particular, Chapter 4 elaborates this premise and illustrates how 
Dos Passos’s innovative literary technique incorporates aspects of flight as a way 
of capturing how the aeroplane can alter one’s everyday perceptions. 
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Danius’s work challenges “traditional accounts of modernism [that are] marked by 
an antitechnological bias,”25 which she states can be detected in Stephen Kern’s 
otherwise influential study on time, space, and culture. While Kern usefully 
highlights the link between “changes in technology and culture,” and “distinctive 
new modes of thinking about and experiencing time and space,”26 he nevertheless 
posits the relationship between technology and aesthetic modernism as 
reactionary. “According to this model,” Danius argues, “modernist culture testifies 
to technological change either by echoing it or contesting it,”27 rather than being 
analogous to, or informed by, technological mediation of one’s experience of the 
world. As my own analyses of the selected modernist texts in this thesis show, the 
writers do not merely reflect the new experience provided by the aeroplane but 
they also incorporate these new sensations and perceptions into their literary 
techniques to produce texts that are “immersed,” as Danius puts it, in the 
technological conditions of the twentieth century.28 
For Andrew Thacker, modern systems of transport can serve as a useful entry 
point to guide us through modernist textual spaces. He states, “movement between 
these various spaces [is] a key feature of modernism.”29 However, his study also 
leaves the aeroplane out of the discussion that includes, “the motorcar, the electric 
tram or bus, or the underground railway.”30 Thacker considers, for instance, the 
experience of traveling on the London underground, “[being] locked inside small 	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26 Stephen Kern, The Culture of Time and Space, 1880-1918 (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1983), p.1. 
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28 Ibid., p.54. 
29 Andrew Thacker, Moving Through Modernity: Space and Geography in Modernism 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), p.7. 
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tubular carriages [where] your gaze could fix on only two sorts of images: adverts 
or people,”31 and its effects on the Imagists, “[whose] appellation merely drew upon 
the ‘cult of images’ pressing all around one in the spaces of modernisation.”32 In his 
chapter on Woolf who, he demonstrates, “[finds] the material culture of transport to 
be a suitable ‘vehicle’ for rendering the quotidian experiences of the modern 
world,”33 he analyzes her representations of the motorcar and the bus, yet does not 
consider, for instance, her depiction of the skywriting aeroplane in Mrs. Dalloway 
(1925). Nevertheless, Thacker raises an interesting point when he acknowledges 
that, for Woolf, different forms of transport represent different aspects, or a 
“kaleidoscopic sense,”34 of the modern self. For example, “the motorcar represents 
a much more haptic experience of modernity [as shown in] Orlando’s furious drive 
through the city,”35 than other forms of transport do. My research adds to Thacker’s 
discussion by examining the way in which the aeroplane provides for Woolf a new, 
specifically aerial, point of view through which to experience and convey the world 
below. 
Thacker also points out that “different perceptions of various forms of transport also 
help tease out conflicting attitudes towards modernity.”36 By studying the different 
perceptions of the aeroplane presented in modernist literature then, my study helps 
to unravel the different factors that influence the writers’ unique views of modernity. 
For instance, investigating and juxtaposing Faulkner’s enthusiasm for flight and the 
sense of liberation it provides with Dos Passos’s hesitation towards the alienating 	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feeling of being miles above the ground help to reveal the different factors (such as 
Faulkner’s experiences in Hollywood and barnstorming, and Dos Passos’s 
preference for more intimate encounters on his journeys) that constitute such 
attitudes. In a later essay, ‘Traffic, Gender, Modernism’ (2006), Thacker develops 
his earlier statement and identifies shifting perceptions of the automobile, 
distinguishing between its literary depiction in Woolf’s texts and Martin Amis’s 
contemporary perception. As he demonstrates the, “gendered construction of 
automobilist identities,” he acknowledges that, “[the process of] understanding 
these images [comes from taking into account] the historical and geographical 
distances within and across modernity.”37 Similarly, I take into account the 
particular historical contexts (including aviation history and each of the writers’ 
encounters with aviation) within which the modernists texts in discussion were 
produced in order to illustrate the diversity and complexity of perceptions towards 
aviation in the early twentieth century. 
Another notable critic on new technologies and the culture of modernism is Cecilia 
Tichi, who studies the broad impact of twentieth-century technology on American 
literature and culture. The scope of this study is extensive, covering engineering, 
domestic appliances, as well as various transport technologies that helped shape 
American perceptions of the everyday and investigates them through various 
twentieth-century American fiction. One reason why these texts appeal to Tichi’s 
study is that rather than being “about machines”, this particular form of fiction and 
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poetry, “is the machine.”38 Tichi identifies this quality in the works of Dos Passos, 
Ernest Hemingway, and William Carlos Williams.39 Again, my thesis—particularly 
the chapters on Faulkner and Dos Passos, which include discussions on 
Hollywood and the flourishing American aviation industry in the 1920s and 1930s—
can be seen to extend Tichi’s argument by exploring the various significations the 
aeroplane presented in American modernist literature. 
More than two decades later, Enda Duffy carried out a study that focuses on the 
sensation of speed and “the adrenaline aesthetic.”40 As well as reiterating Aldous 
Huxley’s claim of, “[speed being] the single new pleasure invented by modernity,”41 
Duffy asserts and demonstrates how, “the experience of speed is [also] political.”42 
Singling out the automobile as the technology that most widely offered the masses 
this thrilling new sensation of speed, Duffy proceeds to historicize speed’s 
increasing prevalence,43 including a literary analysis of the use of the motorcar in 
Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway. The car with the mysterious occupant that Clarissa 
encounters on her trip to the florist is here read as, “a stark, ghostly, roving, and 
robotic presence that bespeaks a profound sense of urban meaninglessness and 
nullity,”44 which are motifs, Duffy argues, that are, “backed by the skywriting 
airplane.”45 Yet, as I demonstrate in Chapter 2, the aeroplane in this passage 
represented more than just urban meaninglessness once we take into account 	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39 Further discussion on Tichi’s reading of Dos Passos’s literature can be found in Chapter 
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40 Enda Duffy, The Speed Handbook (Durham: Duke University Press, 2009), p.3. 
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44 Ibid., p.145. 
45 Ibid. 
	   25	  
Woolf’s opposition to military and nationalist propaganda. I argue that the 
seemingly frivolous nature of the aeroplane can be read as both a critique of 
military nationalist appropriation of aviation as well as an admiration, on Woolf’s 
part, of the aeroplane’s elusiveness—its ability to escape the restrictive 
significations that others force upon it. This different significance that the aeroplane 
brings to the passage sets it apart from the other forms of technology present, thus 
necessitating further research into its own links with modernist literature. 
Critical studies that do focus specifically on the relationship between aviation and 
modernist literature have thus far been scant, relegated to brief mentions in studies 
of aviation and culture,46 or are included in singular studies of specific modernist 
texts that feature flight.47 A notable example of the former can be found in Robert 
Wohl’s studies on aviation and Western culture.48 The scope of Wohl’s studies are 
extensive, chronicling major flight events and figures from 1908 onwards and 
exploring the broad cultural impact in the Western world, from literature to art and 
architecture, highlighting how the invention of the aeroplane was perceived at first 
as an “aesthetic event with far-reaching implications for the new century’s artistic 
and moral sensibility.”49 Although Wohl does acknowledge that, “it is indisputable 
that aviation culture coexisted and was nourished in a myriad of ways by the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46 See A. Bowdoin Van Riper, Imagining Flight: Aviation and Popular Culture (College 
Station: Texas A&M University Press, 2004); Michael Paris, From the Wright Brothers to 
Top Gun: Aviation, Nationalism and Popular Cinema (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 1995); Richard Hallion, Taking Flight: Inventing the Aerial Age, from Antiquity 
Through the First World War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003). 
47 These studies will be discussed in the following chapters. 
48 These include A Passion for Wings: Aviation and the Western Imagination 1908-1918 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994) and The Spectacle of Flight: Aviation and the 
Western Imagination, 1920-1950 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), with a third 
book planned for future publication to complete the trilogy. 
49 Wohl, A Passion for Wings, p.1. 
	   26	  
culture of modernism,”50 he only briefly discusses aviation’s impact on modernist 
literature, merely providing, for instance, a short quote from Mrs. Dalloway in order 
to point out how the aeroplane’s appearance in the novel signified, “the modernity 
of the age in which people were now living.”51 This thesis can therefore be seen as 
a more in-depth critical analysis of Wohl’s statement by analyzing and detailing the 
various ways in which the invention of the aeroplane affected modernist literature. 
In contrast, Paul K. Saint-Amour’s analysis of the figure of the aeroplane in Woolf’s 
Mrs. Dalloway and Alfred Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz (1929) is an example of 
one critic who acknowledges the unique relationship between aviation and 
modernist literature.52 Saint-Amour argues that, “attempts [by interwar modernist 
city texts] to write the social totality,”53 should be seen as a way of, “[archiving] the 
city against the increasing likelihood of its erasure,” specifically by strategic 
bombing.54 His argument betrays a critical inclination towards interpreting literary 
depictions of aviation as being focused on its military significance—a tendency that 
can also be found in many other studies of twentieth-century literature.55 As I will 
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show in the following chapters, previous studies on modernism and aviation too 
often focus predominantly on aviation’s military and nationalist past, which limits 
the reading of the texts under discussion. Referring again to Chapter 2 as an 
example, I present an alternative view of the skywriting aeroplane in Mrs. Dalloway 
as being independent of restrictive roles, military or otherwise, thus becoming a 
symbol of elusiveness that Woolf would have found appealing. 
Given the high propensity in previous research to discuss aviation within the 
contexts of nationalism and militarism, it has become essential to move critical 
discussion beyond these subjects in order to uncover the complexity and diversity 
of perceptions towards flight in its early years. Technological historians David 
Edgerton and Waqar H. Zaidi have taken similar steps in their research: Edgerton’s 
study seeks to reconceptualize notions of England’s relationship with the 
aeroplane. Whilst still focusing on military aviation, Edgerton emphasizes the 
existence of liberal internationalists’ support for aviation alongside nationalist 
proponents and undermines the idea that England was unenthusiastic about 
aviation due to the widely-accepted notion of the fear of the bomber. Zaidi 
elaborates on the premise of internationalism by focusing on interwar proposals 
made for international control of aviation and redirects the focus to study civil 
aviation rather than its military counterpart.56 My own work follows in the footsteps 
of these studies by uncovering other perceptions of flight that did not conform to 
militarist or nationalist attitudes in order to reconceptualize the narrative of aviation 
history in the early twentieth century. The next chapter in this thesis, in particular, 
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extends Edgerton and Zaidi’s discussion by investigating how ideas on 
international aviation influenced Wells’s proposals for establishing a world 
government. 
While heavier-than-air flight only became realized in the twentieth century, dreams 
of flight took hold of the human imagination centuries earlier. Flight has long been 
associated with classical myths, particularly of Icarus, and dreams of escaping 
lowly, human life on earth in order to attain god-like status, and there have also 
been studies dedicated to exploring this particular connotation.57 Nora Foster 
Stovel, for example, points out that the aeroplane made an ideal vehicle for satire 
as, “it allowed the poet to look down on society from an Olympian height. More 
than a bird’s-eye view of earth, the airplane afforded a God’s-eye view of the 
world,”58 thus referencing the classic notion of the sky as belonging to the gods. 
Illustrating her point, Stovel provides Yeats’s poem, ‘An Irish Airman Foresees His 
Death’, as an example that, “captures perfectly the God-like detachment of the 
airman.”59 In the last four lines of the poem, the airman states, “I balanced all, 
brought all to mind, / The years to come seemed waste of breath, A waste of 
breath the years behind / In balance with this life, this death.”60 His sense of “God-
like detachment” emerges as he likens his life to a mere “breath” and “all” that he 
has “balanced” and “brought […] to mind” become almost apathetically 	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compressed into four lines of verse. However, Stovel’s readings are limited to the 
level of metaphors and symbols, particularly relying on the notion that the aerial 
viewpoint is seen as belonging to God and god-like beings. Stovel focuses more on 
the “metaphysical experience of flight”61 rather than taking into account the 
physical experience and sensations of both flight and the mobile, aerial view. My 
research moves away from classical myths and religious connotations to focus 
more on these physical sensations and experiences and how they affect and 
become incorporated into modernist writing. 
Laurence Goldstein delves further into flight’s cultural history and points out how 
literary depictions of flight or “new forms of magical flight began to challenge the 
icons which preceded them—the Romantic bird, the risen Christ—for cultural 
dominance,”62 offering Charles Lindbergh as an example of an aviator figure that 
“redeemed” Icarus, “as Christ redeemed the fallen Adam.”63 Goldstein sees the 
response to aviation as being a kind of “new religious attitude,” in part due to the 
perception of the aeroplane as a “material counterpart of the aspiring spirit, with the 
enviable ability to fly clear of a creaturely realm characterized by confinement and 
decay.”64 As a result, Goldstein’s study relates and arranges the literary texts within 
what he sees as, “an increasingly coherent typological structure,” that ultimately 
tells the story of “the romance of progress,” which, “carries forward in surprising 
ways the Christian and scientific views of the flying machine popular in the 
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Renaissance.”65 Hence, according to Goldstein’s reading, the Futurist “idolatry of 
the flier” can be related back to the “neurotic yearnings to be a ‘birdman’” during 
the Renaissance, and H.G. Wells’s The War in the Air (1908), “assumes the 
dimensions of higher prophecy than the merely predictive.”66 Goldstein’s 
narrativization of literary portrayals of aviation, however, goes against the nature of 
aviation in the twentieth century, which, as technology historian Guillaume de Syon 
argues, is “averse to straight lines,”67 due to its rich history and the varied, 
conflicting, and fluctuating responses to aeronautical developments. Yet, a 
progressive narrative is what Goldstein attempts to establish, and it is this belief in 
a sense of “ineluctable progress”68 in the development of aviation that de Syon 
criticizes. In contrast to Goldstein’s study, this thesis does not attempt to fit the 
texts and authors discussed neatly into a progressive, causal narrative arguing 
instead that the development of aviation and airmindedness differed in each nation. 
Additionally, I take into account the different, particular interactions that each writer 
had with the aeroplane and with aviation to show how all these contributed to the 
variety and complexity of modernist perceptions of aviation. 
Dorthe Gert Simonsen provides an apt example of a balanced portrayal of 
twentieth-century attitudes towards aviation as she acknowledges the presence of 
various perceptions towards flight during that period. Simonsen compares a 
Futurist perception of aviation in the 1910s to urban planner and architect Le 
Corbusier’s view of it in the 1930s in an attempt to understand the concept of 
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modernity based on the modern quest for speed. Simonsen points out that while 
the Futurists were enthralled by the aeroplane’s “destabilisation and annihilation of 
time and space,” Le Corbusier celebrated, “[the] flying machine’s stabilising effects, 
its ‘objective’ supervision of the world underneath and its incarnation of the 
functionalist ideal of the straight line.”69 As she compares these two attitudes 
towards the aeroplane, Simonsen effectively, “[breaks] up the linear narrative of 
speed and acceleration.”70 I take a similar approach in this thesis by studying 
different modernist literary perspectives of aviation to uncover the diversity of ideas 
and attitudes towards flight in the twentieth-century.  
Although the relationship between aviation and modernist literature has not 
received a significant amount of critical attention compared to other forms of 
transport, there exists a great deal of research dedicated to studying the Futurist 
movement’s fascination with flight.71 This is perhaps because it is within Futurism 
that the parallels between flight and modernism are most apparent, especially the 
way in which the aeroplane’s capacity to break the boundary between land and sky 
mirrors the modernist aim to break away from tradition and conventionality. The 
direct impact that the experience of flight had on Futurist literary techniques is 
explored by William Bohn in his study on Futurist aeropoetry. Aeropoetry was 
launched after the 1931 manifesto, ‘Manifesto dell’Aeropoesia’ was written, and 
Bohn observes that in their poems Futurist founder F.T. Marinetti and his fellow 
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poets, “[evoke] the physical and psychological sensation of flying.”72 In their 
attempt to describe the aerial view provided, Bohn points out, “they indulged in 
verbal pyrotechnics and experimented with visual effects.”73 Following on from 
Bohn’s study of the effects that the experience of flight had on Futurist literary 
techniques, this thesis makes further contribution by venturing beyond Futurist 
works to explore how flight and the aerial view prompted other modernists’ literary 
experimentation to enable them to convey these new experiences and ways of 
seeing the world. 
It should be noted that critical conversations within studies of Futurism oftentimes 
lead to discussions of the aeroplane’s ties to militarism and nationalism. This 
tendency is understandable especially since many Italian Futurists were supporters 
of Fascism.74 Moreover, the Futurist attraction to flight, as indicated by Marinetti’s 
manifesto, was strongly tied to the aeroplane’s capacity to technologically 
empower men, which has prompted critics to direct their attention to Futurism’s 
support of military aviation. Jeffrey T. Schnapp, is one critic who investigates why 
Marinetti chose the propeller as his “mechanical muse”75 in his 1912 ‘Technical 
Manifesto of Literature’, and Schnapp singles out “military aviation”76 as one of the 
“modes of organization and coordination that first arose during the early years of 
aviation [which] rendered ‘thinkable’ forms of literary expression like those 
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prophesied and practiced by Marinetti.”77 However, Marinetti’s stance on 
technology should not be considered as representative of other Futurists’ points of 
view. As Günter Berghaus argues, “the heterogeneity of concepts promoted by 
various Futurist artists must be borne in mind when dealing with Futurist machine 
aesthetics.”78 Berghaus thus opposes the tendency of other critics to focus 
particularly on Marinetti to the oversight of other Futurists. More importantly, 
Berghaus points out that, “although the first phase of the Futurist movement was 
undoubtedly characterized by a great deal of technophilia and macchinolatria, one 
should not ignore or underestimate the dissenting, critical voices coming from 
within the movement.”79 This suggests that even perceptions of aviation among 
Futurists in the first half of the twentieth century were diverse and remain 
understudied. My research, although not directly focusing on Futurism, can thus be 
seen to contribute to the discussion concerning twentieth-century attitudes towards 
flight by addressing and unraveling several modernist perspectives beyond the oft-
discussed militarist and nationalist sentiments. 
Lexi Rudnitsky’s study on American writer, Muriel Rukeyser’s first book of poetry, 
Theory of Flight (1935) and play, The Middle of the Air (1945)—both of which 
revolve around the aeroplane—best represents a balanced critical study of aviation 
in modernist literature. Rudnitsky argues that Rukeyser’s work, “stood out from 
many more popular accounts [of flight] in that it looked at both the destructive 
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potential and the utopian ideal of the airplane.”80 In reading Rukeyser’s texts, 
Rudnitsky does not focus on one aspect of aviation but considers the aeroplane in 
all its possibilities including its destructive capabilities as well as its potential to 
revolutionize ways of thinking about the world. My thesis follows Rudnitsky’s well-
rounded approach as I refer to both the aeroplane’s military past and role in raising 
nationalist sentiment as well as its various capacities beyond those roles. In her 
study, Rudnitsky takes into consideration Rukeyser’s own experience of flight in 
flying school, as well as her “staunch antifascis[m]”81 which better informs her study 
of the texts as it avoids over-reliance on aviation history to the neglect of the 
writer’s own position. The analyses in this thesis also address the writers’ own 
experiences and encounters with the aeroplane in addition to referring to aviation 
history in order to properly contextualize and historicize the texts studied. 
As I have shown in this literature review, previous studies on transport 
technologies and modernist literature often leave the aeroplane out of their 
discussion or only mention it briefly without studying its unique history. Studies that 
do focus on the aeroplane, particularly those studying Futurism, often refer 
exclusively to the aeroplane’s militarist and nationalist connotations to the neglect 
of other views of flight that also influenced modernist thought. My research thus 
presents a contribution to the field of aviation and modernist literature by studying 
alternative views of flight in modernist texts, demonstrating how the experience of 
flight and the aerial view influenced literary experimentation in various ways as 
these writers tried to capture this new experience and point of view. 	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4. A Historical Overview of Aviation in the First Half of the Twentieth 
Century 
The aeroplane’s capacity for destruction has long been imagined by men, even 
before heavier-than-air flight was realized. In 1759, English writer Samuel Johnson 
expresses fears of aerial warfare in Rasselas, Prince of Abyssinia, in a chapter 
titled ‘A Dissertation on the Art of Flying’, when he wrote, “If men were all virtuous 
[…] I should with great alacrity teach them all to fly. But what would be the security 
of the good, if the bad could at pleasure invade them from the sky?”82 That the 
aeroplane found its way into literary depictions firstly as a vehicle and weapon of 
war seems only logical once we look back at the literature written before heavier-
than-air flight was possible, which predicted and warned of the use and abuse of 
air power, such as Jules Verne’s The Clipper of the Clouds (1886) and H.G. 
Wells’s When the Sleeper Wakes (1899). As I will illustrate in this section, 
aviation’s growth and rapid development in the early twentieth century owed a 
large part to national and military funding and research and it is primarily because 
of this early-established association, as well as the aeroplane’s instrumental roles 
in the World Wars as vehicles for reconnaissance, strategic bombing, and aerial 
combat, that mentions of flight and the aeroplane in the twentieth century will 
frequently conjure up images of military fighter planes.  
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Fig. 1. An illustration published in the New York Evening Journal on 20th January 
1920 depicting both the aeroplane’s constructive and destructive potential.83 
Yet, despite its military roots, flight had also been imagined as, “uniquely capable 
of stimulating fantasies of peacetime possibilities for lifting worldly burdens, […] 
transcending geography, knitting together nations and peoples, releasing 
humankind from its biological limits.”84 As early as 1842, despite foreseeing 
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“nations’ air-navies grappling in the central blue,” Lord Tennyson “dipt into the 
future” and saw “all the wonder that would be; / Saw the heavens fill with 
commerce, argosies of magic sails.”85 In addition to foreseeing aviation being used 
for commercial purposes, he also predicts that eventually, when “the war-drum 
throbb’d no longer,” a “Federation of the World” would be established in which “the 
kindly earth shall slumber, lapt in universal law,”86 thus envisioning a world 
government brought about by the possibility of human flight. An illustration 
published in the New York Evening Journal in 1920 attests to the dichotomy 
present within the figure of the aeroplane. The image shows the aeroplane to have 
both the capacity to spread peace, represented by a figure holding a “life saving 
serum for the desperately afflicted” as well as the capacity to inflict mass 
destruction, represented by a shadow figure of another aeroplane holding a “death 
dealing bomb”. The illustration indicates the existence of different ideas regarding 
the development and uses of flight, some of which have so far received little critical 
attention and will be explored in further detail in the subsequent chapters. But first, 
the following presents an overview of the rise of airmindedness in Europe and 
America, discussing also the development of military aviation in England and 
commercial aviation in the United States, both of which played influential roles in 
the spreading of airmindedness. 
Early Ideas of Flight in Popular Literary Texts 
Before the aeroplane was invented, popular fiction had already laid the groundwork 
for the quick rise of airmindedness. Notable in this regard is Jules Verne, the 	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French science fiction writer whose commercially successful works such as Around 
the World in Eighty Days (1873), were not only enthusiastically received in France, 
but also spurred English translations of A Voyage in a Balloon (1851) as early as 
1852. Significantly, his novel, The Clipper of the Clouds (1886), already warns of 
the disastrous consequences if nations were to develop their own air forces to use 
against one another, thus foreseeing nationalist exploitation of aviation. 
Nevertheless, the popularity of the story, indicated by the production of its sequel, 
The Master of the World (1904), demonstrates the enthusiasm and excitement with 
which flying stories were received.  
Later on, in the early twentieth century, Rudyard Kipling wrote With the Night Mail 
(1905) and As Easy as A.B.C. (1912), both of which reflect the continuing, if not 
increasing, technological interest in the possibility of flight. The latter text presents 
the possibility that the introduction of air transportation would lead to the 
establishment of a world government, an idea which was later explored by H.G. 
Wells in The Shape of Things to Come (1933). These fantastical stories of the 
many possibilities that the aeroplane could bring would have undoubtedly 
contributed to the excitement and enthusiasm for flight when it was finally realized. 
There was also great demand for these stories, as is evidenced by an 
advertisement for Wells’s The War in the Air, written a year before the Wright 
brothers began public demonstrations of their functional aircraft in France in 1908. 
The advertisement, which appeared in The Times, refers to it as “The Sensation of  
1908,”87 which gives an indication of the great interest in, and demand for, stories 
of flight even before it was possible. That the story is advertised as a “fighting 
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story” as well as being “the most daring” that Wells has written illustrates the strong 
association that was being established between flying and fighting, aviation and the 
military. 
 
Fig. 2. Advertisement for the first instalment of H.G. Wells’s The War in the Air in 
The Times on 18th December 1907. (The Times)88 
Airmindedness in Europe 
The romanticization of the aeroplane and the aviator was furthered by the inventors 
of heavier-than-air flight themselves, Wilbur and Orville Wright, who fueled the 
image of the aviator as a modern hero. The heroification of the Wright brothers 
occurred particularly in France after Wilbur Wright’s public demonstrations of flight 
immediately shot down the widely circulating speculation that the brothers’ claims 	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to have realized powered flight were untrue.89 According to Robert Wohl, what 
facilitated the Wright brothers’ heroic status was a “yearning” in the twentieth 
century for “a new type of hero: someone able to master the cold, inhuman 
machines that the nineteenth century had bequeathed and at the same time 
capable of transforming them into resplendent art and myth.”90 Newspaper reports 
of the brothers’ achievements certainly helped shape their image as modern-day 
heroes. For instance, a New York Times article in 1908 called Orville Wright a 
“wizard of the air” after having “broken all records in aviation” in a single week in 
September 1908,91 thus adding to the sensation surrounding his feats. 
Fascination surrounding the Wright brothers’ achievement instantly spread 
internationally, as indicated by the article published in The Manchester Guardian, 
titled, ‘What Flying is Like’, which reports an individual’s flight experience as a 
passenger on a flight with Wilbur Wright during his demonstrations in France.92 
Developments in aviation quickly followed as the next year witnessed many 
achievements including French aviator Louis Blériot’s successful crossing of the 
English Channel, which consequently won him the Daily Mail prize of £500 offered 
by Lord Northcliffe.93 France and Italy held one of the earliest international air 
meets during this year, which attracted huge crowds from other countries. In 
September 1909, the international air show held at Brescia in northern Italy, in 
particular, drew famous figures such as aviator and writer, Gabrielle D’Annunzio, 	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the recently-famous Louis Blériot, American aviator Glenn Curtiss, and writer and 
aviation enthusiast, Franz Kafka. Kafka, who had travelled to Brescia specifically to 
witness the event, wrote a brief essay, ‘The Aeroplanes at Brescia’ (1909), 
detailing his experience and commemorating the atmosphere at the event. While 
such an international event would have fostered international relations, Kafka’s 
report also indicates a sense of competitiveness among the aviators as well as 
among the spectators of different nationalities who came partly to support their 
nation’s aviators. He notes, for example, how “a French group” exclaims, “‘How 
small!’” at Blériot’s aeroplane,94 as if to highlight their fellow countryman’s bravery 
in taking to the skies in such a delicate-looking machine. Underscoring the sense 
of competitiveness between the aviators, Kafka writes, “Just as Curtiss comes past 
after his victorious flight, and without looking over in our direction raises his cap 
with a faint smile, Blériot is already starting off on a brief circular flight, of which 
everyone knows in advance he is capable!”95 Here, we can already see the forming 
of ties between aviation and nationalism, as feats of flight become a source of 
national pride. 
Flight, Futurism, and Fascism 
In 1909, F.T. Marinetti wrote “The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism”, which 
declared the “beauty of speed” as the world’s “new form of beauty.”96 The Futurist 
attraction to aviation was instantaneous, spurring manifestoes that called for an 
aesthetics that was based on aeronautics. Marinetti’s ‘Technical Manifesto of 	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Futurist Literature’ (1912) is imbued with references to the aeroplane and its 
particular ability to liberate man from the confines of gravity. Just as the aeroplane 
is capable of doing so, then Futurists, too, should strive to, “liberate words.”97 Not 
only does the aeroplane liberate man, but it also destroys boundaries, and it is this 
idea of destruction that Marinetti also stresses. For example, he asserts that it is, 
“imperative to destroy syntax and scatter one’s nouns at random,”98 an expression 
that is clearly reminiscent of aerial bombing. The aeroplane was the ideal machine 
for the Futurists, given that their aim, as Marinetti had established in the first 
manifesto, was to, “glorify war—the only hygiene of the world—militarism, 
patriotism, the destructive gesture of anarchists, beautiful ideas worth dying for, 
and contempt for woman.”99 In Futurism, then, airmindedness was yet again born 
out of support for militarism and nationalism.  
The strong Futurist belief in the aeroplane’s role in supporting militarism and 
nationalism can also be seen clearly in Futurist painter Tullio Crali’s aeropaintings 
in the 1930s,100 which frequently depict aeroplanes in war, bombing cities, and 
aviators in combat. By this point, the authoritarian nationalist political ideology of 
Fascism was already well underway in Italy, which shared with Futurism its belief in 
the technology of the aeroplane including the concept of aviator as national 
hero.101 The rise of Fascism only strengthened the association between the 
aeroplane, militarist ideas and nationalist beliefs. This link can also be seen in 	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Pablo Picasso’s painting, Guernica (1937), which exposes the tragedies of aerial 
bombardment. It is a depiction of the aftermath of the bombing of Guernica by 
Spanish Nationalists during the Spanish Civil War. The violence and chaos in the 
black-and-white painting is evident as animals and humans are both seen in states 
of suffering, making the painting a clear expression of opposition to the nationalism 
and militarism that fueled the war. Although Picasso denied that the bull in the 
painting represents Fascism,102 the painting is nevertheless illustrative of the 
widespread notion of the link between aviation, militarism, and nationalism. 
 
Fig. 3. Tullio Crali, Bombardamento Urbano (1935) 	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Fig. 4. Pablo Picasso’s 1937 painting of the bombing of Guernica, Guernica. 
The power that aviation had in promoting authoritarianism made it a desirable 
vehicle for Fascism in the 1930s, and became prominent in Italy under the reign of 
Fascist leader Benito Mussolini. The title of his propaganda biography written by 
Guido Mattioli in 1935, Mussolini Aviator, captures just how significant aviation was 
to his fascist vision. For Mussolini, the position of the flyer is a superior one 
because “no machine requires so much human concentration of soul and will 
power as a flying machine to make it work properly,” thus leading Mussolini to 
conclude that, “Every airman is a born Fascist.”103 His thoughts also reveal the 
romanticized and patriarchal belief in the heroic status of the aviator. In England, 
these sentiments were replicated by pro-Fascists who sought to appropriate the 
aviation industry to further their imperialistic goals. Oswald Mosley, who founded 
the British Union of Fascists in 1932, (and wrote the radical 1930 ‘Mosley 
Memorandum’, in which he proposed that “a small inner Cabinet modeled on Lloyd 
George’s all-powerful 1917 War Cabinet [would] possess almost military powers to 
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direct the fight against unemployment,”104 after the 1929 Wall Street Crash) also 
formed Fascist flying clubs in 1934. Colin Cook outlines how Mosley’s passionate 
involvement in aviation shaped his fascist ideals, stating, “The aviator had emerged 
from the decadent cloud of fin de siècle Europe riding the back of science; so too, 
the fascist would infer, a nation could emerge ‘heroically’ from the chains of 
decaying civilisation.”105 Lord Rothermere, another pro-Fascist aviation enthusiast, 
established a National League of Airmen in 1935, which was deemed to be “part of 
a larger imperialist programme [that] was deeply hostile to the League of 
Nations.”106 Notably, in the interwar years the League of Nations were working on 
an internationalist approach to aviation, which was in conflict with the goals of the 
National League of Airmen.  
The Aeroplane and War Propaganda in England 
The aeroplane’s integral role in military forces seemed to be a given as several 
nations, most notably France, Germany, and the United States immediately 
grasped its destructive capabilities.107 At the end of 1909, a meeting was held by 
the Royal United Service Institutions in England to discuss the possible uses of 
airships and aeroplanes in war, and it was found that everyone who spoke during 
the meeting unanimously agreed on the need for England to “wake up” and start 
investing more effort into establishing their own air force.108 The “wake up” call and, 
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“appeals to the country to stir before the foreigner catches us napping in our 
security,”109 was reiterated and answered most prominently perhaps by 
entrepreneur and noted aviator Claude Grahame-White with the help of media 
magnate (and brother to Lord Rothermere) Lord Northcliffe, both of whom 
emphasized the integral role of the aeroplane to matters of national security and 
military power. When news broke of Wilbur Wright’s successful demonstration in 
France, Northcliffe, in an attempt to persuade the nation of the need for its own 
fleet of aeroplanes, offered a prize of £500 to anyone who could successfully fly 
across the English Channel. This competition, which Blériot famously won, was 
publicized in the Daily Mail, which was a publication that Northcliffe himself 
owned.110 The idea to influence public opinion through the press illustrates 
Northcliffe’s innovative thinking and it is because of such maneuvers that he 
became elected to the post of Director of Propaganda in Enemy Countries in World 
War I. As Mark Wollaeger explains, “It was the success of [men like Northcliffe] in 
shaping public opinion at the turn of the twentieth century that encouraged the 
British government to turn increasingly to newspapermen to manage the 
propaganda campaign in World War I.”111  
Northcliffe and Grahame-White began a campaign to spread airmindedness and 
took it to the attention of the government in August 1910. Prime Minister Herbert 
Asquith, his cabinet, members of parliament that included Winston Churchill, and 
senior military personnel were invited to a special demonstration at Hendon, where 
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Grahame-White established a flying school: “As they contemplated the life-sized 
outline of a battleship sketched on the grass in whitewash, a small aeroplane 
appeared and started bombing it with sandbags.”112 As Grahame-White “hit the 
target every time,”113 Alexander Frater concludes that the display would have 
“[forced] the government to think about its aerial defences,” especially since the 
War Office announced the Military Trials Competition shortly afterwards,114 which 
called for aircrafts that met the specifications of the Royal Flying Corps. In an effort 
to increase publicity for Grahame-White’s demonstration, Northcliffe published an 
article in the Daily Mail entitled, ‘When Lord Haldane Goes to Hendon’ in order to 
show the public that the government was now taking aviation seriously as a matter 
of national security. 
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Fig. 5. Image included in report of Claude Grahame-White’s demonstration of an 
aircraft’s accuracy in aerial bombing. (Illustated London News)115 
Continuing their ‘Wake Up, England!” campaign in 1912, Grahame-White and 
fellow pilots toured the country in waterplanes, sponsored by Northcliffe’s Daily 
Mail, in an effort to rouse the population’s consciousness to aviation and, indirectly, 
to demonstrate how “air power would be vital to the future security of the British 
Empire.”116 In a later account, Grahame-White reveals that the “propaganda value 
of these pioneer seaplane displays was undoubtedly great,” and he exploited this 	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capacity by painting the slogan “Wake Up, England!” in large letters on “the wings 
and fuselages of my machines.”117 Airmindedness that resulted from these 
campaigns, then, was clearly associated with the notion that aviation, particularly 
military aviation, was vital to the survival of the nation. The government finally 
agreed with this assertion and the Royal Flying Corps was officially established in 
May 1912 with Sir Frederick Sykes, one of the earliest well-known supporters of 
aviation, becoming the Commanding Officer of the Military Wing of the Royal Flying 
Corps and later the second Chief of the Air Staff in 1918. It should be noted that 
despite his military background, a few years later in 1919, Sykes stressed the 
importance of developing aviation beyond the military118 and highlighted the 
likelihood that international civil aviation would lead to greater co-operation 
between nations and thus help maintain worldwide peace.119 
In the early months of 1913, there were multiple sightings of “phantom airships” 
that appeared to have helped Grahame-White’s campaign for national 
airmindedness. These were duly reported and sensationalized in the newspapers, 
exploiting the fear of foreign attacks that Northcliffe had been suggesting since the 
invention of the aeroplane. These reports fueled the fear of the bomber that was 
prevalent at the time.120 One example of the numerous articles produced during 
this period is the article headlined ‘The Mystery Airship’ on 25th February 1913 in 
the Standard with the subtitles, “Seen by Numerous Witnesses,” “Germany’s 	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Menace,” “We Are Helpless.”121 The first sentence in the article already makes the 
claim that the airship unmistakably belongs to Germany: “There is apparently not 
the slightest doubt that the mystery airship seen over Yorkshire and Warwickshire 
on Friday night belonged to Germany’s aerial fleet.”122 Articles such as this one 
notably tend to emphasize the mystery of the airships and many encouraged the 
view that they were hostile, German machines. Clearly, these accounts were 
written in an effort to ignite the nation’s demand for a defensive aerial force of its 
own, which would consequently work in tandem with the newspapers’ own vested 
interests in the development of aviation.123 It would appear that these reports were 
effective as shortly after, the Aerial Navigation Act was drawn up, listing additional 
regulations as security measures that responded to the new vulnerability of Britain 
from the sky.  
From 1920 onwards, annual RAF “pageants” were held at Hendon Aerodrome, in 
which various types of aerial displays such as air races, mock battles, aerobatics, 
and the showing of the latest types of aircrafts were held. As these pageants 
sought to make the public more airminded, they were also used to strengthen the 
RAF in its early years by, “[promoting] the internal cohesion of the air force and to 
advertise its successful independent existence to a sceptical or ignorant public.”124 
It is worth noting that while many of the events were held to attract the public, they 
also had a “direct military purpose,” as these events not only entertained those in 
attendance, but more importantly, the RAF was, “demonstrating what it had 	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achieved in the previous years’ training.”125 The aim, then, was not so much to 
educate or interest the public in flying, but to emphasize the necessity of the RAF’s 
existence as a national military air force and to highlight their progress each year. 
The airmindedness that these pageants generated and promoted was evidently 
one that was geared towards patriotic support for the air force. 
American Airmindedness 
In contrast to Britain, airmindedness in America was based more on the belief that 
advanced technology could heighten national power and raise the standard of 
living. It also centered on the cult of the heroic aviator, which came to a peak with 
Charles Lindbergh’s ground-breaking transatlantic flight in May 1927. As Joseph J. 
Corn states in his significant study on aviation in America, the relationship that 
Americans had with the aeroplane was essentially, “a love affair [… an] 
extraordinary affection millions of American men, women, and children felt for the 
flying machine.”126 In America, the expectations and enthusiasm for aviation were 
often “idealistic” and reached “utopian” heights,127 which is telling of the nation’s 
deep belief in technological advances. This was also, Corn states, “an era when 
pilots were popular heroes. So central was the airplane in the American 
imagination, in fact, that many people expected that they would soon take to the 
sky, flying their own family plane or helicopter.”128 The New York Times, for 
instance, in 1923 published a report on a possible new invention called a “flivver”—
“a cross between a glider and a regular airplane”—that “aeronautic experts believe 
[…] soon will become as plentiful, relatively, as their namesakes.” It was predicted 	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that “every family” would want to own one as it was “befitting in respect of weight, 
size, fuel requirements, relative speed, and probable construction cost.”129 
 
Fig. 6. Newspaper headline reporting a possible new invention called a “flivver”—a 
cross between a glider and an aeroplane—to be available for every American 
family to buy. (New York Times)130 
The aviation industry boom in America in the 1920s and 1930s, which I discuss in 
Chapter 4, to a large extent indicates the American belief in the aeroplane and their 
hopes that it would greatly improve their way of life. The rapid expansion of the 
American aviation industry and the American belief in the aeroplane echo a 
statement by W.H. Berry, the editor of Car and Golf, in 1918: “Wonderful as the 
work of aircraft in war has been, and enthusiastic as are the professional soldiers 
and sailors about its future, informed opinion throughout the world holds to the view 
that the aeroplane has most promise for humanity in its commercial 
development.”131 LIFE magazine’s 1904 cover illustration, which shows 
passengers in a vehicle traveling in space, suggests that this hope for commercial 
aviation to expand and raise standards of living began years earlier, even before 	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the aeroplane was invented. 
 
Fig. 7. The cover of LIFE magazine on 17th March 1904, displaying an optimistic 
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outlook for the future of aviation. 
This widespread American notion of aviation emerges particularly in the popularity 
of Norman Bel Geddes’s Futurama exhibit at the 1939 World’s Fair held in New 
York, which simulated an aeroplane journey by using a suspended conveyor belt to 
carry spectators through the exhibit of a technologically-advanced future city 
(specifically, America in the 1960s). Bel Geddes’s exhibit was deemed the most 
popular at the fair, which suggests both the airmindedness of the spectators as 
well as the hopes the exhibit incited for a brighter American future supported by 
technology. The exhibit was a large-scale production covering “35,738 square 
feet,” containing, “more than 500,000 model buildings, more than 1,000,000 trees 
of thirteen species and 50,000 miniature automobiles, 10,000 of which are shown 
in operation on highways of the future.”132 The grand-scale production illustrates 
how invested America was in this (aerial) vision of a technologically-advanced way 
of life. In his paper on the Futurama exhibit, Adnan Morshed refers to the 
simulation as, “the modernist invocation of a new logic of looking at the world.”133 
Morshed argues that in doing so, the Futurama exhibit effectively, “constructed a 
quintessentially modernist viewer who exercised the same idealistic and 
authoritarian gazes that fueled the early-twentieth-century planner’s reformist 
dreams.”134 It can thus be argued that the exhibit played a role in inciting ambitious, 
idealistic visions of the future in the spectators by providing them with the bird’s-
eye view of that future. 
It is worth noting here that the possibility of human flight revolutionized modernist 	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architecture and urban planning world-wide,135 as it illustrates the far-reaching 
extent to which aviation altered the way people saw and approached their world. In 
her study, Nathalie Roseau highlights how the invention of the aeroplane, 
“stimulated a whole series of imaginary projections,”136 by architects and urban 
planners as they exchanged ideas regarding what future “aerial cities” would look 
like. M. Christine Boyer’s study of Le Corbusier’s designs points out the way in 
which the architect’s experiences of flight, “completely transformed his visual 
imagery, concepts of geography, and procedures of mapmaking.”137 As the 
aeroplane conjured up for him, “a new world order and transnational organizations 
for peace,” he uses the aerial view to conceive of, “great geomorphic structures 
stretching across space, rendering obsolete existing parcels of land, forms of the 
city, and regional and national boundaries.”138 Flight was thus a transformative 
experience and Bel Geddes’s Futurama was similarly modeled in the hopes that it, 
too, would transform the way in which the spectators envisioned the future of their 
nation. 
Airmindedness in America lasted longer than it did in Europe, as Ann Douglas 
points out, which is also why she designates airmindedness as a largely and 
uniquely “American phenomenon.”139 She explains:  
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America’s size and isolation, its exemption from the Great War, its ongoing 
freedom from fears of invasion and attack, and its long tradition of tying 
utopian hopes to technological advancement kept its enthusiasm for aviation 
white-hot. Only in America could you get mass-produced piggy banks, 
purses, fans, clocks, lamps, and (a rarer item) coffins shaped like 
airplanes.140 
Oftentimes the airmindedness in America did reach bizarre levels, illustrating the 
great extent of U.S. citizens’ support for, and belief in, the aeroplane as a 
technology that would improve daily life as well as place America as the world’s 
leading nation in technological advancements. At one point, in an attempt to fuel 
public interest in aviation, “A Guernsey cow of famous lineage was carried aloft in a 
tri-motored Ford [and] submitted to being milked in the air.”141 The New York Times 
article even referred to the animal as an “air-minded cow”, as if to highlight 
unprecedented levels of technological progressiveness in the nation, perhaps even 
in the world.  
Such stunts were frequently pulled at air shows, which were regularly held across 
the country, thus contributing to the nation’s airmindedness.142 Aerial performers, 
stuntmen, and aerial circuses regularly participated in these shows, and the 
sensational way in which they were advertised attests to their popularity and the 
great demand from the public for exciting aerial shows. For instance, an 
advertisement placed in The Billboard (which was then a trade paper) in 	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September 1920 sensationally publicizes aerial acrobat Jersey Ringel’s availability 
for show bookings.143 The advertisement highlights that Ringel is the “only human 
to loop-the-loop sitting on top of plane and not holding,” and that his act is “the 
best, most thrilling […] in existence.”144 The fact that they are also taking bookings 
for the next year, 1921, illustrates the popularity of aerial circuses during this 
period. 
 
Fig. 8. The Billboard advertising an aerial performance by Jersey Ringel and his 
aerial circus in 1920. 
These advertisements must have contributed to the growing interest in aerial 
performing. One aerial performer in the 1930s writes that as a teenager, he would 
“fancy myself as a barnstormer roaming free as a bird throughout the land,” or as 
an “Army Air corps pilot leading a formation,” and “Other times I would become a 
rich and famous flyer conquering one ocean after another.”145 While it is true that 
barnstormers frequently roamed free offering rides to often eager crowds, the 	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reality was often that they would not be paid much and many would not become 
rich and famous.146 It is likely that the idea of becoming a rich and famous flyer 
through barnstorming was influenced by the prevalence of advertisements and the 
aerial shows themselves sensationalising the lives of aerial performers. 
Much of America’s enthusiasm for aviation was directed at the heroic figure of the 
aviator, which was a status attributed mostly to Charles Lindbergh. Whether he 
was willing to accept it or not, Lindbergh could not have avoided the fame that 
came with his momentous flight across the Atlantic in May 1927. A headline in the 
New York Times declaring, ‘LINDBERGH CROWD SHATTERS RECORD’, 
demonstrates just how enthusiastic the American public was about his feat, when 
“sweltering thousands” came to Potomac Park in Washington, DC., to witness the 
President congratulating their national hero.147 So intense was the public’s 
fascination with Lindbergh that he spent much of his years campaigning against 
tabloid journalism that often breached his privacy.148 Nevertheless, the passionate 
show of support for him is illustrative of the national pride that Americans had for 
their technological advancements in aviation. Similar to British airmindedness, 
then, is the nationalist sentiment attached to the American advocacy for the 
aeroplane and the aviator. But if British airmindedness was based more on a 
desire to defend the country from aerial attacks, then American airmindedness was 
focused more on the hope that the new technology would improve standards of 
living and establish America as the most technologically-advanced nation in the 	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world. 
7. Overview of the Following Chapters 
The chapters in this thesis are arranged according to the chronology of the texts 
analyzed in order to reflect the different phases of the rapidly-developing aviation 
industry in its first few decades. I begin, in the next chapter, with a study of H.G. 
Wells and his responses to the aeronautical developments leading up to, and 
immediately after heavier-than-air flight was realized. The purpose of this chapter 
is to demonstrate the presence of support for an internationalist approach to 
aviation that conflicts with nationalist, militaristic use of aeroplanes, and how such 
a perspective of aviation became registered in the literature of the day. As I will 
demonstrate, aviation heavily influenced Wells’s support for a world government 
and led to the strong emphasis on the importance of education in his instructional 
and didactic texts. In addition to this, the speedy realization of heavier-than-air 
flight and the quick developments thereafter contributed to the urgency that can be 
sensed in Wells’s texts and his direct, educational, and assertive style of writing. In 
my study, I compare When the Sleeper Wakes (1899) with its later revised version, 
The Sleeper Wakes (1910) and further comparisons will be made between these 
texts and Men Like Gods (1923) and The Shape of Things to Come (1933) in order 
to show the shifts in his writing that parallel the developments in contemporary 
aviation research. 
In the second chapter, I study Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s view of aviation in North to 
the Orient (1935), pointing out how the aerial view highlighted for her the need to 
maintain and protect the mutually-beneficial relationship between human beings 
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and the natural environment. Her unique view of aviation, I propose, influenced 
Virginia Woolf’s later writings, namely The Years (1937) and Between the Acts 
(1941). Woolf had read Lindbergh’s account of her journey to East Asia, and would 
have found it a refreshing account of flight in comparison to the prevalent militarist 
and nationalist perspective of aviation she had encountered elsewhere. I 
demonstrate how the wider narrative scope she employs in her later writings was 
influenced by her reading of Lindbergh’s portrayal of the all-encompassing aerial 
view. For Lindbergh, it is through the aerial view that she sees life in new patterns, 
particularly the frequently-overlooked relationship between human beings and the 
natural environment around them. Woolf, I propose, incorporates the aerial view in 
her writings in order to capture a wider world view in her later texts, which I 
compare to her earlier works such as Mrs Dalloway (1925) and ‘Flying over 
London’ (1928). I begin the chapter by demonstrating how, in her earlier texts, 
Woolf alludes to the aeroplane’s peaceful and constructive capacities, thereby 
undermining military and nationalist appropriation of aviation. 
The third chapter looks at flight as spectacle, focusing particularly on barnstorming 
as a form of aviation that is neither military (though it is a by-product) nor 
commercial. I study William Faulkner’s Pylon (1935), which tells the story of the 
unconventional lifestyle choices of a barnstorming group. I argue that what 
motivates the barnstormers’ uncommon way of life is not financial or social status, 
but the experience and sensation of flight itself. This is highlighted in the way that 
Faulkner foregrounds visual details in his texts and focuses on the physical 
sensations of flight, rather than elaborating on the barnstormers’ thoughts or 
psychological struggles, if any. By moving away from interiority, Faulkner directs 
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readers’ attentions towards the artistry and spectacle in performance and returns to 
the basic physical and visual pleasures and passions in flying, which have become 
abandoned in an increasingly capitalistic society. Flight in this text is thus seen as 
a form of liberation from financial and social obligations. I take into consideration 
Faulkner’s own experience with barnstorming, which has thus far received too little 
critical attention, as well as his unsuccessful period as a screenwriter in Hollywood, 
and assert that Faulkner’s focus on the barnstorming characters, the physical 
experience of flight, and flight as spectacle in Pylon illustrates his own desire to be 
liberated from his burdens and to return to writing for his own pleasure. 
While these barnstormers were satisfied with their simple lifestyle, on the other 
side of the tracks, the American aviation industry grew financially, and those who 
invested in aviation stocks were bound to gain huge profits. The fourth chapter 
considers the rapid expansion of commercial aviation in America, studying John 
Dos Passos’s critique of these developments. I argue that Dos Passos’s first 
experience of flight in 1926 played an instrumental role in the writing of his later 
works, Airways, Inc. (1928) and The Big Money (1936). Realizing the extent to 
which such technological experiences could alter one’s perceptions of everyday 
life, Dos Passos accordingly adapted his literary technique in order to more 
accurately depict the experience of twentieth-century America. The innovative form 
of the U.S.A. trilogy that uses Newsreels, Biographies, and Camera-Eye 
perspectives, for instance, radically alters the pacing of the novel, which disorients 
and alienates the readers from the characters. The resultant disorientation and 
alienation, I argue, conveys Dos Passos’s experience of flight and serves as a 
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warning about the way in which the world would soon be experienced as a result of 
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Chapter 1 
“World State, Therefore, it Must Be”: H.G. Wells’s Responses to 
Aeronautical Developments, 1898-1936 
1. Introduction 
In A Modern Utopia (1905), written two years after the Wright brothers’ first 
successful heavier-than-air flight at Kitty Hawk and three years before they proved 
to the world that powered human flight could be efficient and practicable, H.G. 
Wells proposed one of his earliest models of a world government, arguing, “Now 
perhaps you might still guard a rocky coast or a narrow pass; but what of that near 
tomorrow when the flying machine soars overhead, free to descend at this point or 
that?”149 To this new problem of vulnerability to attacks from the air, Wells answers, 
“World State, therefore, it must be.”150 It is notable that his first response to human 
flight was not from a national standpoint insisting on the need for Britain to attain 
this new form of transportation for the purposes of offensive or defensive military 
strategies (although later he would bemoan the delay in the government’s serious 
interest in aviation compared to neighbouring countries), but that his concern was 
firstly and foremostly for the welfare of the whole of mankind regardless of 
nationality. Given that the developments in aviation over the next two decades 
were ignited largely by national military demand for aircraft use in warfare,151 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
149 H.G. Wells, A Modern Utopia (London: Penguin Books Ltd., 2005), p.15. 
150 Ibid. 
151 Many competitions were held and prizes offered by the British War Office and other 
foreign governments including Germany for individuals who could produce successful 
aircrafts for the purposes of advancing their military equipments and vehicles. See The 
Manchester Guardian 1st October 1908 article titled ‘Progress of the Aeroplane’, p.7, and 
Charles C. Turner, ‘Aeronautics: British Engines and the War Office Competition’ in The 
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Wells’s cosmopolitan thinking shows that there were other ways of responding to 
the invention of the aeroplane that would benefit not only one’s own country, but 
the entire world, and that the solution for him was the formation of a world state. He 
reiterates his position for international control of aviation and the establishment of a 
world state in a BBC radio broadcast on 9th January 1934, arguing that it should be 
“particularly evident to British people” for aviation to be under international control 
since “there is no way out of Britain by air, except over foreign territories,”152 which 
demands international co-operation. Additionally, he also points out how in recent 
times nationalism had grown dangerously fast, causing nations to “[shrink] back 
within their own boundaries and barriers, mentally and physically,” leading to 
“intense self-destructive, mutually destructive and economic warfare.”153 Thus, for 
Wells, the establishment of a world state would both solve the problem of self-
destructive nationalism as well as provide a way of developing Britain’s air routes. 
My contention in this chapter is that aviation heavily influenced Wells’s support for 
a world government and led to the strong emphasis on the importance of education 
in his instructional and didactic texts that populated the later part of his career. In 
addition to this, the speedy realization of heavier-than-air flight and the quick 
aeronautical developments thereafter contributed to the urgency that can be 
sensed in Wells’s texts and his direct, educational, and assertive style of writing. I 
will therefore place Wells’s writings within the context of the history of aviation and 
study Wells’s responses to the aeronautical developments of his time. I note that 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Observer on 18th February 1912, p.13. I mention this again later in the chapter. 
152 H.G. Wells, ‘Whither Britain?’ BBC Radio Broadcast on 9th January 1934. BBC Archive 
online database <http://www.bbc.co.uk/archive/hg_wells/12404.shtml> [Accessed 12th 
May 2014]. 
153 Ibid. 
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while he first felt ambivalent regarding aviation, at times supporting military 
development of aeroplanes and at others condemning the use of aeroplanes in 
war, it is after the First World War that he became more outspoken against 
national, military control of aviation. Comparisons will then be made between When 
the Sleeper Wakes (1899) and its later revised version, The Sleeper Awakes 
(1910) and further comparisons will be made between these texts and Men Like 
Gods (1923) and The Shape of Things to Come (1933) in order to show the 
increasingly assertive and educational style of writing he adopts in response to the 
rise of aviation. This chapter therefore also helps to fill in the critical lacuna pointed 
out by Ken Osborne, who states that Wells’s attempts to reform the teaching of 
history “has been largely forgotten”154 and “unduly ignored both by Wells scholars 
and by historians of education.”155 
This first chapter helps to demonstrate two important points about aviation in 
twentieth-century literature. Firstly, Wells’s writings show that there existed support 
for an approach to aviation (in this case, an internationalist approach) that broke 
away from the predominantly nationalist, military use of aeroplanes. Secondly, by 
noting Wells’s rather militant tone of advocacy for a world state (that forms part of 
his response to the rise of aviation), which ironically mirrors that of nationalists and 
the military in their appropriation of aviation, we are able to identify a difficulty that 
the modernists would have faced when writing about aviation: how were they to 
write about the aeroplane and promote a more peaceful, globally-beneficial use for 
it without themselves adopting the authoritarian stance that nationalists and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
154 Ken Osborne, ‘“One Great Epic Unfolding”: H.G. Wells and the Interwar Debate on the 
Teaching of History’, Historical Studies in Education, Vol. 26, No. 2 (2014), 1-29, p.2. 
155 Ibid., p.1. 
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militarists use? The following chapters thus illustrate the different ways in which 
modernist writers address and possibly resolve this issue that Wells’s increasingly 
assertive writings raise.  
2. Previous Studies of Aviation in Wells’s Writings 
The impact of aviation on Wells’s writing so far has received a limited amount of 
critical attention, with the majority of the studies focusing on Wells’s 
representations of aerial warfare. I.F. Clarke, for instance, studies Wells’s 
prediction of aviation’s role in “chang[ing] the traditional pattern of warfare.”156 
Likewise, H. Bruce Franklin in his study points out how Wells astutely predicted 
that flying machines would “merely [raise] human powers of destruction to 
apocalyptic levels.”157 Charles E. Gannon, too, focuses more on Wells’s role as a 
“war prophet” for his prophesy regarding the apocalyptic conjoining of “the strategic 
bomber and the atomic bomb” in The World Set Free (1914).158 Critics also tend to 
focus on other influences on Wells’s thinking and writing to the neglect of aviation 
as another significant factor. For instance, although John S. Partington does study 
a range of social and historical influences behind Wells’s political thought, such as 
the social evolutionary teachings of T. H. Huxley, he only offers a brief statement 
concerning the role of transportation: “[Wells] saw internationalization as inevitable 
if human progress was to keep pace with the increased efficiency of transport and 
communications.”159 As I will show in this chapter, exploring the history of aviation 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
156 I.F. Clarke, Voices Prophesying War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992), p.81. 
157 H. Bruce Franklin, War Stars: The Superweapon and the American Imagination, 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2008), p.84. 
158 Charles E. Gannon, Rumors of War and Infernal Machines: Technomilitary Agenda-
Setting in American and British Speculative Fiction (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, Inc., 2005), p.90.	  
159 John S. Partington, Building Cosmopolis: The Political Thought of H.G. Wells 
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and Wells’s responses to aeronautical developments in further detail will help to 
illuminate certain shifts in his writing such as the increasing sense of urgency in his 
later texts. Partington also makes the suggestion that the Great War made Wells 
realize that “general philosophizing about a world state by an enthusiastic amateur 
was not enough; concrete plans and continuous lobbying were required to achieve 
his goal.”160 This chapter will contribute to this discussion by pointing out how the 
speed of aeronautical developments influenced Wells’s insistence on carrying into 
effect immediately his proposals for a world state and educational reform. 
There have been a few recent studies that note the aeroplane’s constructive 
potential in Wells’s texts and that indicate the usefulness of a more detailed study 
of aviation history in relation to Wells’s writings. One of these studies is Morgan 
Fritz’s analysis of the influence of miniature tableaux on Wells’s visualization of his 
imaginary world in When the Sleeper Wakes. He acknowledges that the panoptic 
view provided by the miniature tableaux is also shared in the experience of flight 
and argues that this is one of the crucial factors in building and understanding 
Wells’s vision of a future world. Fritz points out that during the protagonist 
Graham’s flight in 22nd-century London, “viewed from above, the mechanics and 
organization of the future world rapidly become clear to Graham, allowing him to 
act with a degree of purpose.”161 He adds that Graham “aloft in a small airplane 
and in the midst of combat” in the novel’s final scene “coincides with Graham’s 
greatest moment of control.”162 My own analysis extends this discussion of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
(Hampshire: Ashgate Publishing Ltd., 2006), p.6. 
160 Ibid., p.70. 
161 Morgan Fritz, ‘Miniaturization and Cosmopolitan Future History in the Fiction of H.G. 
Wells’, Science Fiction Studies, Vol.37 (2010), 210-229, p.216. 
162 Ibid. 
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aerial view by demonstrating its role in prompting Wells’s calls for educational 
reform. With access to aerial views, individuals hold the power to effect both 
constructive and destructive change, and When the Sleeper Wakes in particular 
shows that education is the key to steering individuals away from the latter.  
Keith Williams also observes the link between new ways of seeing and aviation in 
Wells’s literature. He briefly discusses the collaboration between aeronautical 
developments and cinematic techniques, which he calls a “synergy, giving birth to 
the imaginative possibilities of virtual movement on the one hand and pioneering 
powered flight on the other.”163 He detects this “synergy” in Wells’s own literature, 
specifically giving When the Sleeper Wakes and The War in the Air as 
examples.164 David Seed also acknowledges this collaboration between aviation 
and the cinematic in The War in the Air. He points out how the characters Bert and 
Grubb encounter, and become familiar with, aviation through the cinema and 
contends that this “cinematic influence helps to explain how [the text] is an 
extended experiment in constructing aerial perspectives.”165 Understandably, 
Williams and Seed do not elaborate on the link between aviation and new ways of 
seeing in Wells’s literature as their studies focus more on the influence of cinema 
on Wells’s writings. This chapter, then, expands on these critics’ brief observations 
by showing how the aerial views in Wells’s texts, particularly in When the Sleeper 
Wakes, are always politically imbued given that the aerial vantage point can be 
used as either a tool of oppression or of education. 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
163 Keith Williams, H.G. Wells, Modernity and the Movies (Liverpool: Liverpool University 
Press, 2007), p.10. 
164 Williams points out that Graham in When the Sleeper Wakes “learns to pilot by the aid 
of film simulations,” whereas Bert Smallways in The War in the Air “catch[es] the aviation 
bug when ‘it was driven home to their minds by the cinematograph.’” Ibid. 
165 David Seed, ‘British Modernists Encounter the Cinema’, Literature and the Visual 
Media, ed. by David Seed (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2005), p.63. 
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Steven McLean argues that although the “perception that Wells’s scientific 
romances are somehow ‘outside’ literature has only began to change 
comparatively recently […] there remains considerable scope for establishing the 
centrality of Wells’s scientific romances to the scientific, social and literary 
concerns”166 of Wells’s time. Williams’s and Seed’s studies can be said to have 
contributed to this change in perception, and my own study will also help to further 
this shift. As I argue in this chapter, When the Sleeper Wakes and The Sleeper 
Wakes distinctly show Wells’s in-depth knowledge, familiarity, and interest in 
aviation both before and after the aeroplane was invented. The accuracy of Wells’s 
scientific romances in reflecting the contemporary developments in science and 
technology and the surrounding social, cultural, and political atmosphere shows 
how historically relevant his works were, and how acutely he responded to the 
issues of his time in his popular literature. McLean states that, “There is 
undoubtedly much further work to be done on the scientific engagement of the 
scientific romances and on Wells’s relationship with major scientific figures 
therein,”167 and this chapter helps to further understanding of Wells’s knowledge 
specifically in relation to aviation. 
Perhaps the only critic so far to acknowledge and critically explore the integral role 
of aviation in Wells’s texts is Lucy Sussex, who surveys the revisions Wells makes 
to the descriptions of flying machines in When the Sleeper Wakes and The Sleeper 
Awakes. She notes how “Wells was surprisingly accurate in his aeronautical 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
166 Steven McLean, ‘“I Flung Myself Into Futurity”: Wells Studies for the Twenty-First 
Century’, Literature Compass, Vol. 8, No. 7 (2011), 476-486, p.482. 
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predictions,”168 and suggests that this illustrates his familiarity with aeronautical 
developments. While Sussex’s study is only a survey of these revisions and does 
not explore aviation history and Wells’s response to it in greater detail, it 
nevertheless does illustrate Wells’s knowledge and interest in aviation. My own 
work builds on Sussex’s study to propose that Wells was heavily influenced by the 
rise of aviation throughout his career, which produced shifts in his political ideas, 
particularly his advocacy for the establishment of a world state, and his 
increasingly assertive tone and educational style of writing. 
3. Wells’s Response to Aeronautical Developments 
Period of Skepticism 
Before heavier-than-air flight was realized, Wells did not express much confidence 
that the event would occur as soon as it did. Just two years before the Wright 
brothers successfully flew their aircraft at Kitty Hawk, Wells estimated that flight 
would only be achieved in a few more decades, “long before the year A.D. 2000, 
and very probably before 1950.”169 Two of his earliest short stories, namely ‘The 
Flying Man’ (1893) and ‘The Argonauts of the Air’ (1895), reflect this perception of 
human flight as elusive and belonging to the world of the fantastic: in the former, 
the Ethnologist displays incredulity at what he perceives to be a “cock-and-bull 
story”170 of a man who could fly, and who turns out to be the lieutenant parachuting 
down to the valley for a drink using wings he fashioned out of canvas; the latter 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
168 Lucy Sussex, ‘The Aeronautical Revisions of H.G. Wells’s THE SLEEPER Narratives’, 
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169 H.G. Wells, Anticipations: Of the Reaction of Mechanical and Scientific Progress upon 
Human Life and Thought (New York: Dover Publications Inc., 1999), p.108. 
170 H.G. Wells, ‘The Flying Man’, The Complete Short Stories of H.G. Wells, ed. by John 
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tells the story of the protagonists’ failure in their attempt to build a functioning 
aircraft. Such skeptical tales, Robert Wohl points out, “remind[ed] overly optimistic 
readers that the conquest of the air would not come easily.”171 The period’s 
skepticism emerges again in Wells’s later recollection in The World Set Free in 
which a young boy in 1898 asks his father to stop writing articles hypothesizing the 
possibilities of flight for fear of “the chaps rot[ting] me.”172 Even after his father 
shows him a “reassuring document”, a photograph of “the first apparatus heavier 
than air that ever maintained itself in the air by mechanical force,”173 the young boy 
remains doubtful, which illustrates how elusive, even ridiculous, the possibility of 
flight seemed at the time. 
Wells was, however, justified in thinking that realizing human flight would take 
significantly longer than it did. Aeronautical experiments at the time more often 
than not failed to deliver promising results and Wells seems to have been aware of 
such developments (or lack thereof) in aviation. The serialized version of When the 
Sleeper Wakes, for instance, which appeared between 1898 and 1899 in The 
Graphic, mentions the likes of “Maxim and Pilcher, Langley and Chanute, and, 
above all […] the aerial proto-martyr Lilienthal.”174 These figures were at that time 
the most prominent individuals in aeronautical research, which shows that Wells 
was familiar with developments in the field of aviation. Although these aviation 
pioneers contributed significantly towards the realization of heavier-than-air flight 
(Otto Lilienthal published Bird Flight as the Basis for Aviation (1889), which the 
Wright brothers consulted in their research), many of them also met near-death or 	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fatal accidents and crashes. Lilienthal, for instance, notably died as a result of a 
crash with his experimental glider.175 Similarly, the inventor of the machine gun, 
Maxim, moved on from his work on flying machines after several failed attempts at 
lifting the machines—on his final try, the biplane only managed to fly very briefly 
before hardware issues occurred.176 As a result of these incidents, pessimism 
regarding the future of aviation was not uncommon: an 1896 article in the New 
York Times, which reports of an experimenter’s upcoming trial with balloons, was 
titled ‘This Machine Will Surely Fail’,177 thus illustrating the writer’s—and perhaps 
the general public’s—pessimistic outlook towards such experiments. In Wells’s 
1912 recollection of this period before the aeroplane was invented, he confesses 
that he had also been “deeply impressed and greatly encouraged by a paper a 
distinguished Cambridge mathematician produced to show that a flying machine 
was bound to pitch fearfully,” and how he and other experts “exaggerated every 
possibility of instability,”178 which then fueled his doubts further regarding the 
possibility of flight in the near future.  
In addition to not having foreseen the coming of human flight within the next few 
years, Wells was also doubtful regarding aviation’s prospects in altering the state 
of transportation and communication, arguing that, “I do not think it at all probable 
that aeronautics will ever come into play as a serious modification of transport and 
communication.”179 In the footnotes to the chapter titled ‘Locomotion in the 
Twentieth Century’ in Anticipations (1901) Wells defends his position, stating, “Man 	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is not, for example, an albatross, but a land biped, with a considerable disposition 
towards being made sick and giddy by unusual motions, and however he soars he 
must come to earth to live.”180 Of course, he was soon to be proven inaccurate and 
would later alter his position on the possibilities that aviation presented to the 
world. In the introduction to the 1914 edition of Anticipations, he would concede 
that the “hesitating words” in his prophecy of aerial war and the “timid little bladder-
assisted aeroplanes” that he imagined in 1901 were the “very stalest part[s]” of the 
book.181 
The Wright Brothers’ Achievement and Development of Military Aviation 
Just five years after the publication of Anticipations, the Wright brothers were 
already looking for buyers for the Wright aeroplane.182 It was also around this time 
that Wells seems to have become more supportive of, and enthusiastic about, 
aeronautical research. In A Modern Utopia (1905), for instance, he states that, “We 
owe much to [Brazilian aviation pioneer] M. Santos Dumont; the world is 
immeasurably more disposed to believe this wonder [of flight] is coming, and 
coming nearly, than it was five years ago.”183 He also stresses the need for 
continuing research, pointing out that the Utopians “will conduct [aeronautical] 
research by the army corps while we conduct it—we don’t conduct it! We let it 
happen.”184 Wells’s concern about the lack of interest in aviation in his own country 
indicates his awareness of the increasing interest in other nations towards 
developments in military aviation, which he had earlier predicted in Anticipations, 	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stating that if flight were to ever become possible, the aeroplane “will be most 
assuredly applied to war.”185 He later expands on this prediction in The War in the 
Air (1907), where the outbreak of the war is caused by the mainly nationalistic, 
military control of aviation: “Instantly [after the German and Asiatic fleets took to the 
skies] every organized Government in the world was frantically and vehemently 
building airships and whatever approach to a flying-machine its inventors had 
discovered. There was no time for diplomacy.”186 Although Wells inaccurately 
foresaw airships as being the flying machine of choice in aerial warfare in The War 
in the Air (which perhaps may in part be attributed to the fact that the Wright 
brothers had not at the time provided proof of their functional aircraft for fear of 
competitors using their ideas), the novel was nevertheless right in predicting that 
aviation would be developed largely by and for national military forces. 
Indeed, when the Wright brothers finally secured contracts, they were with the 
United States military in 1907. Military interest and investment in aeronautical 
developments were also seen in Italy, France, and Germany—the last of which 
expressed great interest in the Wright Aeroplane in 1907. The United States 
government also advertised bids for heavier-than-air flying machines for military 
use in 1907,187 indicating how seriously they were pursuing aerial supremacy. 
Similar efforts were made in Germany, where an Air Fleet League was established 
in 1908, and in France, where the National Air League was set up in the same 
year. It became “common practice” for these organizations to pledge their services 
and their aircrafts to the military and “in return, they were given a stipend for 
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maintaining their aircraft.”188 
While military aviation was developing at great speed in other countries, the British 
government was slow to recognize the potential in aviation. It was only in 1909, 
when the French aviator Louis Blériot successfully crossed the English Channel on 
25th July in his monoplane and won the Daily Mail prize of £1000 offered by Lord 
Northcliffe, that the British government began to seriously consider the aeroplane’s 
uses. In that year, The Times published an article criticizing the lack of progress in 
British aeronautics and blaming the military and aeronautical societies for not being 
quick to combat the “public apathy towards aerial navigation.”189 The writer argues:  
The adventurousness and the fascination of aerial locomotion should in 
themselves be irresistible appeals to the sporting instincts of the nation; and 
yet in this first month of 1909 we are still without a workable airship of any 
kind, and our record of achievements is the worst of any of the Great 
Powers. Our two military dirigibles were far from successful, our first military 
aeroplane was unsuccessful, and hardly a member of any of our 
aeronautical societies has built or driven a dirigible or aeroplane of his 
own.190 
Wells, too, aired his frustration in ‘The Coming of Blériot’ (1909), stating that “the 
world cannot wait for the English” anymore.191 The French aviator’s achievement 
underscored Britain’s lack of such accomplishments in aeronautics and Wells felt 
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the need to appeal to the people of Britain to be more active in pursuing similar 
high aims: 
It has been raining warnings upon us; never was a slacking, dull people so 
liberally served with warnings of what was in store for them. But this event—
this foreigner-invented, foreigner-built, foreigner-steered thing, taking our 
silver streak as a bird soars across a rivulet—puts the case dramatically. We 
have fallen behind in the quality of our manhood. In the men of means and 
leisure in this island there was neither enterprise enough, imagination 
enough, knowledge nor skill enough to lead in this matter.192 
His polemical statement effectively contrasts the stasis of the “slacking, dull” British 
intellect against the image of the soaring bird, symbolizing the “foreigner-invented, 
foreigner-built, foreigner-steered thing” in order to point out how severely behind he 
believed the British were in the field of aviation. The repetition of “foreigner” 
particularly emphasizes the absence of the British in contributions towards 
aeronautics. With heavier-than-air flight now evidently practicable, Wells instantly 
recognizes it as an indication of a different time, where bolder, more “imaginative” 
experiments and trials must be made rather than discussed. This is again 
illustrated when he later sardonically juxtaposes the British “generation of nicely 
behaved, unenterprising sons, who play golf and dominate the tailoring of the 
world” with “Brazilians, Frenchmen, Americans and Germans [who can] fly,”193 thus 
contrasting the slow, leisurely pace of the former game set on the ground, with the 
speed and height of the latter activity and skill. Such polemic writing is, notably, 
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what also characterizes much of his later texts, which I will discuss further in the 
next section. It should also be mentioned that Britain’s lack of interest and effort in 
aviation must have reminded Wells of his frustration with what he perceived to be 
the Fabian Society’s lack of initiative to act more aggressively in terms of achieving 
their socialist aims, which ultimately led to his resignation in 1908. As Edward R. 
Pease, the secretary of the society for twenty-five years, explains in The History of 
the Fabian Society (1916), Wells was of the opinion that, “victory can only be 
gained by straight fighters like Scipio, whilst Fabius, however successful at first, 
ended his career as a stumbling-block to progress.”194 Clearly, Wells felt that being 
proactive was the only way to achieve anything, and that a similar approach should 
be taken with regards to British aviation. 
As the government began to realize the need to establish air power, in the coming 
years they sought to compensate for their delay by proposing the establishment of 
the Royal Flying Corps in 1912, where plans for maintenance, training and re-
organization were made.195 Soon after, competitions were held to help boost 
aeronautical research and experimentation in the country. For example, the War 
Office held a military aeroplane competition in 1912, which Mr. S. F. Cody, a 
notable aeronautics enthusiast, won.196 In the same year, British engineers entered 
the international Alexander Aero Motor Competition, in which they submitted the 
Green motor, and won £1,000 for its spectacular performance.197 During this 
period, Wells himself supported the development of military aviation in Britain and 	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wrote articles arguing for greater air fleets and the training of military pilots,198 while 
he also suggested executing continuous air raids on Germany during World War I 
in order to bring an end to the war. His 1915 Daily Express article, ‘Win War in Air’, 
“declaring that the way to beat Germany is through the air,” was also referenced in 
the New York Times.199  
It must be noted here that in the early years of aviation, Wells seems to have been 
ambivalent about military aviation, at times supporting its development (as a 
precautionary defensive measure as well as to help boost the aviation industry in 
Britain)200 and at other times realising the danger in developing aeroplanes as 
instruments of war (thereby prompting his proposals for the establishment of a 
world state).201 Hence, some of his writings can be found to contradict one another 
during this period. It is only after the First World War—which must have convinced 
him of the dangers of heightened nationalist sentiment—that Wells became 
increasingly vocal about adopting an internationalist approach to aviation. 
The rapid succession of developments in British aviation during these years 
reveals the fast pace of the field of aeronautics once air power became a priority 
for most nations. For Wells, the realization that aviation was a rapidly-developing 
field seems to have hit him right after Blériot’s flight across the Channel, about 
which he states with incredulity, “It cannot be fifteen years ago since Sir Hiram 
Maxim made the first machine that could lift its weight from the ground, and I well 	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remember how the clumsy quality of that success confirmed the universal doubt 
that men could ever in any effectual manner fly.”202 Taking into account Wells’s 
own familiarity with developments in aeronautics, his surprise at Blériot’s 
achievement is a testament to the quick pace of progress in aviation at the time. 
His repeated calls for the British to keep up with the achievements of the other air-
minded nations so as not to be behind in terms of “enterprise,” “imagination,” 
“knowledge,” and “skill,” illustrate the sense of urgency he felt as a result of the 
quick rise of aviation during these years. Notably, a similar sense of urgency would 
characterize much of Wells’s later texts—many of which demonstrate significant 
usage of aeroplanes in the future—which suggests that developments in aviation 
influenced Wells’s thinking and style of writing much more than has been 
previously thought. I will highlight this new sense of criticality in his later works in 
the next section, demonstrating how Wells continued to feel this sense of urgency 
throughout the rest of his career, particularly after the First World War which 
demonstrated to him the immediate need for an internationalist control of aviation 
so as to prevent further wars. 
Wells’s First Flight in 1912 
Wells’s first experience of flight seems to have played a significant role in 
prompting his support for developments in aviation as it proved to him the 
practicability and relative comfort that he initially thought would be lacking in flight. 
He had his first experience in 1912 and in his account of it he expresses in 
seeming wonderment, “Hitherto my only flights have been flights of imagination, 
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but this morning I flew.”203 Initially, he states, he had come “with the impression 
that flying was still an uncomfortable, experimental, and slightly heroic thing to do,” 
but after the flight, he was convinced otherwise and began to believe that “it is a 
thing achieved for everyone.”204 Taking into account his earlier prediction in 
Anticipations that man, being a species of the land, would not be comfortable in the 
air, his first experience of flight proves to have dramatically increased his 
confidence in the future of aviation.  
So enthusiastic did Wells appear regarding the possibilities of flight that he began 
to make suggestions for future improvements, such as “self-starting engines.”205 
He also asserted that the aeroplane will “no doubt” become more affordable and 
“be improved in a dozen ways.”206 Having himself experienced the ease and 
practicability of flight, he states, “I cannot understand the sort of young man who 
won’t learn how to [fly] if he gets half a chance.”207 This sudden confidence in the 
practicability of flight helps to explain the shift in his literary portrayals of flight in his 
fiction. For example, in When the Sleeper Wakes, ‘The Flying Man’, and The War 
in the Air, flying machines are either depicted as “cumbersome,”208 and/or are used 
in violent battles and they ultimately crash. In his later texts such as Men Like Gods 
(1923), flying is portrayed to be “noiseless and swift,”209 and the aircrafts are 
frequently used for everyday transportation rather than as battle machines. This 
shift in Wells’s portrayals of aviation points towards the significant impression his 	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first experience of flight made on his ideas about flight. 
Although Wells did support the growth of military aviation during the Great War, it is 
important to note that after his first flight, he saw the aeroplane as being an 
invention “for everyone” rather than merely as a machine for military use. The 
belief that the aeroplane was first and foremost a form of transportation for 
everyone to use was one that would far outlast his support for the aeroplane’s use 
in warfare. But in the years following Wells’s first flight, aviation was being 
controlled and developed mainly by and for the military and the nation rather than 
for the benefit of the global population, which he had warned against a few years 
earlier. In 1909, Wells had spoken out against investing too heavily in “the 
improvement and manufacture of the apparatus of destruction,” to the neglect of 
working on maintaining peace, which has been left, “to the niggling, slow, self-
seeking methods of private enterprise.”210 The only way to avoid war and to ensure 
that aviation would be developed for the good of mankind would be to move away 
from national military control of aviation and take an internationalist approach 
instead, and this is where Wells’s proposals for the establishment of a world state 
would come into play. 
Aviation Necessitates a World State 
After the First World War and after witnessing the horrors of aerial bombardment, 
many felt that there was a need to rethink the role of aviation. One of them was the 
Chief of the Air Staff, Major-General Sir F. H. Sykes, who gave a speech on 
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“commercial aviation in the light of war experience”211 in January 1919. He 
stressed the importance of developing aviation beyond military use, such as in 
“opening up far distant and inaccessible portions of the Empire, in survey and 
mapping, and in postal and other communication services in districts as yet 
unreached by private enterprise.”212 He remarked, “Aviation is now on the 
threshold of a new existence in the realms of civil and commercial life,” and 
insisted that, “The opportunity is unrivalled, the conditions ideal, and we must guide 
it along right lines.”213 The field of aviation after the war was thus proving to be very 
promising in terms of expansion of communication, transportation and aerial 
navigation, and monetary prizes such as those offered by the Daily Mail for those 
who could pioneer Transatlantic flights214 demonstrate that many roles for aviation 
beyond warfare were being envisioned. Air Vice-Marshal Sir Sefton Brancker, 
Director of Civil Aviation at the Air Ministry reiterates Sykes’ argument for the 
development of commercial aviation a few years later in 1926 when he asserted 
that, “To every manufacturing country this new market [for commercial aircrafts] will 
offer far greater commercial rewards than any military requirements during 
peace.”215 Distinguishing the aeroplane from its military role, he calls for its use in 
the “peaceful development of commerce and prosperity,” of which he says “every 
nation in the world is endeavouring [towards].”216 
However, the establishment of international air routes demanded greater co-
operation between countries, and making this endeavour difficult (and necessary) 	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was the competitiveness between nations for aerial supremacy, which contributed 
to a tense international atmosphere. Even though commercial aviation was being 
promoted, it was almost always seen in reference to military aviation and was 
regarded as a matter of national pride. Discussing international control of aviation 
in 1930, Kenneth W. Colegrove points out, “to-day there has appeared a new 
international competition, a rivalry for the control of air routes, quite as energetic as 
the great struggle to control the seas.”217 He argues that one of the aspects of 
commercial aviation that contributes to the tension between nations is that it “is 
looked upon as one of the sources of national defense and is vigorously promoted 
with this end in view.”218 An illustration that appeared a decade earlier in the 
Chicago Tribune in 1920 shows that the association between aviation and national 
pride was one that had begun since the birth of heavier-than-air flight: the first 
panel of the illustration highlights the Wright Brothers’ achievement “ten years ago” 
and a figure representing the United States (closely resembling Abraham Lincoln) 
is pointing this fact out to representatives from France, Germany, and Britain, who 
are the students in this scenario. This panel is juxtaposed with the second one 
which reverses the situation and shows that “today” the United States has become 
the “backward pupil”, and Britain, Germany, and France, have taken the lead in 
furthering the field of aeronautics. Such an illustration, which embarrasses the 
United States for no longer leading the world in aviation, highlights how 
synonymous air power has become with national pride. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
217 Kenneth W. Colegrove, International Control of Aviation (Somerville: World Peace 
Foundation, 1930), p.1. 
218 Ibid., p.14. 
	   84	  
 
Fig. 9. Comic illustration titled ‘The Progress of the Science of Aviation’ which 
reveals the competitive international atmosphere concerning air power.219 
Considering the rising tension in the international atmosphere, it is therefore 
understandable why Wells, in a pamphlet titled ‘Playing at Peace’, which was 
published by the National Council for the Prevention of War in 1927, presented his 	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case against blind patriotism, warning of the harm in “put[ting] our nationality first in 
our hearts and souls and lives,” and believing that “the rest of the world may go to 
the devil.”220 Years earlier in 1909, Wells had already declared that, “A new epoch 
has opened with the coming of the navigable balloon and the flying machine. To 
begin with, these things open new gulfs for expenditure; in the end they mean 
possibilities of destruction beyond all precedent.”221 The way to avoid such a 
catastrophe, he suggests, lies in “some common peace-preserving council for the 
whole world.”222 For him, in order to prevent war, there was only one solution, 
which was cosmopolitanism: “Either you are for Cosmopolis or you are for war,”223 
he declared. The idea that human flight necessitated the establishment of a world 
state was one that Wells advocated repeatedly throughout his career and it 
appears that the dangerously increasing international competitiveness for aerial 
supremacy encouraged him to further advocate this idea. Wells was not the only 
one to have advocated for the establishment of a world state due to the rise of 
aviation: in 1930, Colonel Karl A. Bratt, a Swedish military commentator, published 
That Next War? (1930) in Britain, reflecting Wells’s argument that the only way to 
prevent aerial bombardment was to establish a world government.224 Nor was 
Wells the first to have supported the idea of a world state. As early as 1879, 
American poet Edmund Stedman was well-known to have had internationalist 
hopes for flying machines once they were successfully invented. Stedman was 
already aware of the idea that, “aerial navigation would obliterate national frontiers 	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and geographical boundaries,” as Michael Paris points out, and these ideas would 
develop further in the twentieth century suggesting that aviation would, “introduce a 
universalistic culture and make war too terrible to contemplate.”225 
 
Fig. 10. Cover of H.G. Wells’s ‘Playing at Peace’ pamphlet.226 
In A Modern Utopia, Wells summarizes the world state as being a world united with 
one education system in place as well as one language spoken worldwide. Its 
citizens would be able to travel to any part of the world and there would be 
worldwide freedom of sale and purchase.227 In terms of government, there will be 
an intellectual elite—called the Order of the Samurai in A Modern Utopia and later, 
the World Council in The Shape of Things to Come—which, as “the sole 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
225 Michael Paris, From the Wright Brothers to Top Gun: Aviation, Nationalism, and 
Popular Cinema (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1995), p.4. 
226 Archives and Special Collections, London School of Economics, London, ‘Playing at 
Peace’ by H.G.Wells, 1927, National Council for Prevention of War Pamphlets 4-14, 
NATIONAL PEACE COUNCIL/13/1, No. 5. 
227 Wells, A Modern Utopia, p.53. 
	   87	  
government of the world,”228 will restrict “sovereignty and all proprietary rights 
whatever that do not conduce directly to the general welfare of mankind.”229 
Citizens of the world state must therefore be united in the common goal to maintain 
worldwide peace, and in order to do so, Wells insists that the governing body must 
have the “capacity to grasp and wield the whole round globe” instead of dealing 
with the world “piece by piece.”230  
It is useful to note here the autocratic tone with which Wells expresses his view of 
the world as something that can and should be “grasp[ed],” as it not only shows the 
extent to which he believed in the idea of a world government, but the 
aggressiveness of his stance also conflicts with his proclaimed goal of attaining 
world peace. His authoritarian attitude ironically mirrors the sense of autocracy 
found in arguments by proponents of aviation for nationalism. Take, for instance, 
Sir Alan Cobham’s speech to the public in Manchester on 7th October 1926 in which 
he emphasized the necessity of developing aviation in Britain “for the sake of the 
Empire,” and that, “it was absolutely essential now that every Briton should 
consider aviation seriously, […] within this generation and the next we should 
become a nation of aviators.”231 He adds that, “Whether we liked it or not, we were 
forced to carry on our heritage,” and that the establishment of an aerodrome in 
Manchester was “essential to the future of the British Empire.”232 Cobham’s wish to 
control the Empire is reflected in Wells’s urge to order the world. Additionally, the 
authoritative and insistent language that Wells uses can also be detected in 	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Cobham’s speech, which uses terms such as “absolutely essential” and “forced,” 
and which emphasizes that “every Briton” should be involved in developing 
aviation. It is this authoritarian and assertive attitude that the modernists will later 
endeavour to avoid when presenting their views on aviation. 
The emergence of the world state thus depends on the elimination of patriotism 
and national boundaries, which Wells deems “an enormous proportion [of] 
waste.”233 It will also have to rely on the establishment of international control of 
aviation. Wells makes this requirement clear in his texts such as A Modern Utopia 
and The Shape of Things to Come, where a world government invariably emerges 
from some form of international control of aviation. For instance, in the latter text, 
the conference in Basra that leads to the establishment of a world state is 
organized by the Transport Union, “which had begun as a loose association of the 
surviving aeroplane and shipping operators for mutual aid and protection.”234 This 
idea that international control of aviation would ultimately lead to international co-
operation echoes Stedman’s earlier internationalist vision of aviation, and this 
belief clearly continued long after Stedman formed the notion. Writing for the 
American Engineer and Railroad Journal in 1894, aviation pioneer Octave 
Chanute, too, hoped that “the advent of a successful flying machine, […] shall 
abridge distance, make all parts of the globe accessible, bring men into closer 
relation with each other, advance civilization, and hasten the promised era in which 
there shall be nothing but peace and good-will among all men.”235 
By 1935, support for the international control of aviation was already being called 	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for by liberal internationalists in Britain and was soon being seriously considered by 
the League of Nations.236 On the 3rd and 4th April 1935, a Conference on Aviation as 
an International Problem was held in London by the League of Nations Union, 
whose purpose was “to consider the present position and impending developments 
of aviation, in relation to the promotion of international co-operation and the 
maintenance of peace.”237 One of the conclusions arrived at during the conference 
was that “If civil aviation is to fulfil its function it must be freed from ‘military 
influence.’”238 The conference also pointed specifically to “narrow nationalism”239 
as being one of the deterrents to this goal: “it is clear that technical improvement is 
hampered at every stage by political considerations.”240 The Aviation Editor of the 
News Chronicle, C. W. A. Scott, reiterates this argument against the close links 
between civil aviation and military aviation in his article, ‘Nationalism Hinders Air 
Progress’ on 10th December 1935, asserting, “It is a fact that the present system of 
individual national control is a curb to civil aviation development throughout the 
world,” and noting that, “there appears to be a growing recognition that civil air 
transport, tied as it still is to military aviation, is not getting a fair chance to develop 
efficiently as a useful service for the world.”241  
However, the Conference on Aviation was merely a platform for discussion, where 	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“No resolution was moved,”242 which would have most likely frustrated Wells who, 
in Experiment in Autobiography, wrote of A Modern Utopia that, “I realized that an 
Order of the Samurai was not a thing that comes about of itself and that if ever it 
were to exist, it must be realized as the result of very deliberate effort.”243 The 
conference’s aim to merely hold a discussion falls short of the achievement of the 
conference in Basra that Wells had imagined two years before in The Shape of 
Things to Come, which, “marked the transition from thought to action in general 
affairs.”244 His dissatisfaction emerges in his criticism of the proposals for 
international control of aviation presented at the conference, which he deemed 
inadequate without the establishment of a world state.245 The urgency in Wells’s 
calls for a world state is understandable once we remember that he voiced a 
similar criticism regarding the lack of support for a world state years earlier in 
‘Playing at Peace’ in which he states, “there is amazingly little effort to realise this 
aspiration [for world peace],” and accused those who merely say they want 
permanent world peace of, “carry[ing] inaggressiveness too far.”246 
Educational Reform for a World State 
How Wells proposed to instigate action was through education and his calls for 
educational reform became inextricably linked with his proposals for the 	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establishment of a world state. “The Modern State,” Wells declares, “was from the 
first educational and only secondarily political,”247 and he asserts that this is 
because “People cannot possibly set about living properly and satisfactorily unless 
they know what they are, where they are, and how they stand to the people and 
things about them.”248 He repeats his conviction in the need for educational reform 
for a world state again in Experiment in Autobiography, stating, “for a new order in 
the world there must be a new education and that for a real world civilization there 
must be a common basis of general ideas, that is to say a world-wide common-
school education presenting the same vision of reality.”249 Education was so 
important in Wells’s vision that he insists on how crucial it is to “attack the coming 
generation at the high school, technical college and university stage.”250 In other 
words, as W. Warren Wagar points out, in Wells’s vision, “Mankind, in effect, would 
be taught to live as one worldwide community […] For Wells, education was both a 
means to the end and the end itself: both revolution and utopia.”251 It is useful here 
to note again Wells’s use of the word “attack,” which conveys the aggressiveness 
and military nature of his approach that conflicts with his ultimate aim for world 
peace. The modernists would later find ways to avoid such a dogmatic approach in 
their writings on aviation. 
But the current education system was lacking as it was not conducive to the 
conditions of a world state, and thus, “a vigorous educational reform movement 	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[was needed].”252 This included changes to the teaching of languages “because 
they are one of the main bars to international understanding,” as well as the 
teaching of subjects in science, “because they serve to give a perspective for the 
viewing aright of human affairs and provide the means of material progress; and so 
on.”253 Wells identifies the most problems in the subject of history for teaching 
“patriotic, litigious twaddling gossipy stuff,” which he believes “led [Britain] into the 
disaster of the war.”254 History, for Wells, should be taught as “narratives rather 
than collections of dates and names. Our education in history is, in a sense, an 
education in the means of developing our own story more fully by grounding it in 
the broader story of human development,”255 and at the end of that narrative, 
students should be taught to see a world state as the logical conclusion to 
mankind’s history. Wells also emphasizes that history should teach students that 
“the salvation of the world from waste and contention [is] the common duty and 
occupation of all men and women.”256 In Wells’s view then, it is by teaching 
students their role in the development of history and by making them see the 
necessity of attaining a world state that would undoubtedly make them the 
instigators of the establishment of a world government. A unified world history, he 
declares, was “the form, the only right form in which history should be presented to 
the ordinary citizen of the modern state.”257 
Wells’s role as educator is arguably as significant as his role as writer. Five years 
after he died, Vincent Brome’s 1951 biography of Wells suggests that although he 	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may have “never influenced the intellectuals or thinkers of his day [it was] the 
masses he touched and moved and perhaps he touched them most deeply as the 
educator.”258 F.H. Doughty’s 1926 study of Wells’s stance on education echoes this 
notion, referring to Wells as an “educationist”, which highlights Wells’s strong 
advocacy for the role of education throughout his career. Explaining his choice of 
Wells as the subject of his study, Doughty states, “[Wells] is, in this matter of 
education, a believer, and this alone renders his work of interest to his fellow-
believers.”259 He also attests to Wells’s widespread influence as an educator, 
stating that, “it can hardly be doubted that Mr. Wells has played an immense and 
incalculable part in forming the mind of the generation to which I belong.”260 More 
recently, Simon J. James explored the educational and didactic aspect of Wells’s 
writings, and similarly attests to Wells’s role as educator. He identifies Wells as one 
of the late-Victorian writers who valued the function of art as an educational 
medium, “for whom reading literature awakened thoughts of insurrection, and 
whose own subsequent writing sought to provoke similar thoughts in his 
readers.”261 
However, Wells’s proposals for educational reform (and for a world state) were not 
without their critics, and here arises the issue of the aggressiveness and 
authoritarian nature of his approach that seems to undermine the ultimate aim for 
world peace. After identifying the differences between Wells’s ideas on education 
in 1903 and 1920, Doughty himself concedes that, “Later the propagandist usurps 
the place of the educationist, and the curriculum is intended to produce citizens 	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educated, not for themselves, but in the interests of the State as a far more 
important thing than the welfare of the individual.”262 Wells’s focus on the well-
being of mankind as a whole is seen as neglect of the rights of the individual, and 
this criticism is fueled further by the assertiveness with which Wells advocated his 
ideas. Wagar calls Wells’s strong belief in the world state “messianic scientism” 
and argues that it “short-circuited democracy [and] menaced civil liberty,”263 thus 
making his ideas even harder to support. Years later in 1941, George Orwell would 
point out another issue with Wells’s insistence on the establishment of a world 
state, arguing that his “essentially hedonistic” proposal ignores the urgent matter of 
“eliminat[ing] Hitler.”264 Orwell argues that the sense of “patriotism, the ingrained 
feeling of the English-speaking peoples that they are superior to foreigners,” which 
Wells and other “English left-wing intellectuals” have been trying to “break,” “has 
kept England on its feet during the past year,” and has kept “S. S. men [from] 
patrolling the London streets.”265 It is the feeling of patriotism, according to Orwell, 
that spurs citizens into action, rather than “some vague idea about a better 
future.”266 
But despite these criticisms, there were still those that shared Wells’s belief in 
educational reform for maintaining world peace. In the same year that the 
Conference on Aviation took place, the League of Nations published a pamphlet 
directed at teachers titled, ‘Teachers and World Peace’ (1935). The aim of the 
pamphlet was to guide teachers in incorporating the “world government” aims of 	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the League—“to promote international co-operation and to achieve international 
peace and security”267—into their lessons. The pamphlet stresses the need for an 
appropriate curriculum to better educate students on the emergence of a “world-
community”268 as a result of “the shrinking of the world, due to the advance of 
science in the last hundred years,”269 which undoubtedly includes the invention of 
the aeroplane. The League’s recognition of the need to update the education 
system in accordance with the changes in the world due to technological progress 
reflects Wells’s own belief that, “A revolution in education is the most imperative 
and fundamental part of the adaptation of life to its new conditions.”270 The 
pamphlet also gives the Great War as the reason for the urgent need of a united 
world, arguing that the “only reason” mankind suffered from “this monstrous evil 
which is of its own creation” is because “nations have not been able to find the 
means of settling their quarrels peaceably.”271 This statement also effectively 
highlights the role education needs to play in facilitating international relations. 
Notably, the pamphlet also highlights the role that the “bomb-dropping aeroplane” 
played in making the Great War “far more terrible than any previous war.”272 
Clearly, aviation was effecting major changes in the world and consequently played 
a significant role in necessitating educational reform to help the current and future 
generation cope. As I will demonstrate later, Wells’s texts, particularly When the 
Sleeper Wakes and The Sleeper Awakes, can also be seen to underscore and 
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explore this connection between aviation and educational reform. 
Just as Wells singles out the subject of history in his ideas for educational reform, 
the League of Nations pamphlet similarly emphasizes the importance of teaching 
history in a way that will emphasize its, “world aspect [which] points to the unity of 
the human family.”273 To this end, the pamphlet includes a section titled ‘Outline of 
a Scheme in World History,’274 suggesting which historical events should be taught 
and at what stage. In this aspect, the pamphlet reflects Wells’s own belief in the 
central role of history in education, which is demonstrated by his own text, The 
Outline of History (1919) that aims to unify the world’s perception of their shared 
history. In Experiment in Autobiography, he reveals that in the meetings and 
conferences of the League of Nations that he attended, he “had been very much 
impressed by the perpetually recurring mental divergences due to the fact that 
everyone seemed to have read a different piece of history or no history at all.”275 
For Wells as well as for the League of Nations, then, having a common education 
in history would help to unite people’s thinking and ideals, which would 
consequently facilitate and help ease the transition into a world state.  
Facilitating the Transition into a World State 
The League of Nations pamphlet also emphasizes the need for “clearness and 
directness”276 in lessons, arguing that teaching in a different style would not appeal 
to students. Notably, as I will show later, clearness and directness are both 
prominent traits in Wells’s later texts that reveal the urgency behind his calls for a 	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world state largely caused by the rapid rise of aviation. If his critics had argued 
against the difficulty in attaining his world state, then Wells seems to have 
responded by endeavouring to express his ideas as clearly and simply as possible 
in order to appeal to a wider audience. Hence, it became important to him that his 
ideas were easily understood and “teachable”277 instead of complex and 
incomprehensible. Only with clear, comprehensible, and well-thought out proposals 
could the world state become accepted and actioned, which is what Wells 
illustrates in texts such as The Shape of Things to Come: 
The world was not able to unify before 1950 for a very simple reason: there 
was no comprehensive plan upon which it could unify; it was able to unify 
within another half-century because by that time the entire problem had 
been stated, the conditions of its solution were known, and a social class 
directly interested in the matter had differentiated out to achieve it. From a 
vague aspiration the Modern World-State became a definite and so a 
realizable plan.278 
The one factor upon which the emergence of a world state relies is stated clearly 
here as a “comprehensive” and “realizable” plan, and this is certainly what Wells 
sets out to do in his later texts, as I will show. Similarly, the Utopians in A Modern 
Utopia assert that the materialization of their world depended on, “a fairly 
comprehensive science of human association, and a very careful analysis of the 
failures of preceding beginnings to draw upon.”279 Such a head-on, systematic 
approach is repeatedly shown in Wells’s texts to be the best way of achieving a 	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world state. 
Wells’s emphasis on practicality is also what distinguishes him from the “majority of 
his predecessors”280 in utopian literature. His proposed educational system was 
“designed to be inserted into an extant educational system” and in pursuit of this, 
Wells had repeatedly made adjustments to ensure that his proposals were “not 
only plausible but practical.”281 The fact that Wells had not merely designed an 
idealistic, hypothetical structure for education, but a properly thought-out system 
fashioned to be able to fit in with the current education system illustrates the 
urgency with which he treated the subject of educational reform. His increasing 
turn towards education in his literature is noted by Simon James, who observes 
that, “After the end of the First World War […] his fiction becomes even more 
explicitly educational.”282 Seen against the historical background of the rise of 
aviation, it becomes clearer why Wells focused increasingly on education. 
Despite Wells’s initial ambivalence regarding the possibilities of aviation, the 
general progression of his thinking seems to have moved from skepticism 
regarding the practicability of flight to a strong belief in the proper development of 
aviation. Aviation became a significant factor in the shifts in his thinking and writing 
as it prompted his urgent and assertive calls for international control of aviation and 
the establishment of a world state in order to avoid further wars which were 
exacerbated by the invention of the aeroplane. His proposals for a world state also 
necessitated reforms in education, which encouraged Wells to be more direct and 
instructional in his later writings. The following section will show how these traits of 	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assertiveness and didactism become increasingly pronounced in his later texts. 
4. The Impact of Aeronautical Developments on Wells’s Writings 
When the Sleeper Wakes and The Sleeper Awakes 
When the Sleeper Wakes was serialized in The Graphic five years before the 
invention of the aeroplane. The science fiction novel tells the story of Graham who 
falls asleep in the nineteenth century and wakes up two hundred and three years 
later in 2100 London to find out that he has become the richest man in the world 
(due to the interest accrued over time on money entrusted to him while he was 
asleep) as well as the so-called “master” of that world. While at first the future 
world appears to have advanced vastly since the nineteenth century, equipped with 
numerous new technological inventions including the aeroplane, Graham goes on 
to discover that the nature of man has essentially stayed the same, which causes 
misuse of the advanced technologies invented. As a result, a dystopian world order 
rises. Graham comes to realize (while aloft in an aeroplane journeying through 
London) that the governing elite, the White Council, has been oppressing masses 
of labourers living in poverty under their political rule. In the course of the novel, 
another political leader, Ostrog, stages a revolution and overthrows the White 
Council, only to take the governing position for himself and keep the same 
oppressive system of government in place. As Graham learns of his true intentions, 
he begins to rebel against Ostrog’s control, leading them to engage in aerial 
combat during which both are ultimately killed. 
Even though When the Sleeper Wakes was written before the invention of the 
aeroplane, its detailed and extensive use of the flying machine clearly shows that 
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Wells had seriously considered the impact that aviation could have on the world’s 
social and political structures (and the dangers that could arise if not properly 
managed). Notably, the first thing that Graham predicts about the new world that 
he is yet to explore is, “I suppose they can fly and do all sorts of things.”283 As he 
comes to find out, flying is now possible and has become an integral part in the 
oppressors’ system of control. Indeed, the first flying machine that Graham 
encounters is one used by the White Council to capture him and it is described as 
being, “vague and large and very swift. It came down in a steep curve and swept 
round, wide wings extended […] rose with an easy swiftness and went gliding up in 
the air […] and vanished again in the steaming specks of snow.”284 The emphasis 
on the swiftness and significant size of the aeroplane in this passage highlights 
how intimidating the flying machine must have seemed to Graham, and the 
vagueness and sudden, temporary disappearance at the end, underscored by the 
sibilant words, adds to the notion of the machine’s—and by extension, the users’ 
and owners’—power. It becomes clear that those who own the flying machines and 
those who can fly them have great power as illustrated by the rebel figure Ostrog 
who manages to overthrow the Council: when Graham asks him how he managed 
to render the Council powerless, he explains that it is because “the greater part of 
the aeronauts were in the revolt with us.”285 Later, he becomes more explicit and 
tells Graham, “We have the air, and the mastery of the air is the mastery of the 
earth.”286 
A large part of what makes flying machines indispensable to the Council’s and to 	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Ostrog’s regimes is the panoptic, aerial view they facilitate. The fact that Wells 
highlights this link between aviation and a new way of seeing the world is 
illustrative of the extent to which he considered the impact and uses of the 
aeroplane. The usefulness of such a view can be seen when Ostrog shows 
Graham in “panorama fashion” an aerial view of latter-day London on a screen: 
“This is the roof space of London,” Ostrog explains, “all the houses are practically 
continuous now. The streets and public squares are covered in. The gaps and 
chasms of your time have disappeared.”287 The new structure of the city reveals 
the important role of the bird’s-eye view in future urban planning. The merging of 
the roofs have unified a large amount of space, thereby distinguishing visually for 
Ostrog that particular area when he views the city from above and making that 
area easily identifiable for him. In addition to this, the elimination of the “gaps and 
chasms” as Ostrog refers to the old separations between roofs, effectively blocks 
the masses’ upward vision, thus illustrating one of the ways in which they are 
oppressed, as they cannot see what goes on above the houses and are unable to 
escape if, for example, they were attacked by bombs dropped from the air. Patrick 
Parrinder notes these distinct features of the future city and points out that Wells 
was a pioneer in constructing these now-familiar traits of the dystopian world.288 
Parrinder describes the city in When the Sleeper Wakes as “claustrophobic,” 
“architecturally overwhelming,” and refers to it as a “closed environment,”289 and as 
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I have shown, such traits were largely influenced by Wells’s perceptive 
consideration of the possible uses of the aeroplane’s mobile aerial view. If, as 
David Trotter argues, the literary texts of the period between the two world wars 
were characterized by the “sheer intelligence of the inquiries they variously 
undertake into the technological mediation of experience,”290 then Wells can be 
considered a pioneer for exploring the potential of the aerial view in his text. 
Notably, it is when Graham is in flight in an aeroplane that he comes to realize the 
injustices enforced on the masses. It is this awareness that instigates his rebellion 
against Ostrog’s oppressive regime. While flight for Graham is informative and 
educational, it is primarily a tool for maintaining control over the masses for Ostrog 
and the White Council. With this difference in perspective, Wells highlights the 
need for educational reform to ensure that mankind knows how to use technologies 
for their benefit and for their advancement as a species. In the text, Graham finds 
out that rather than use their advanced technologies to alleviate the issues of 
injustice that existed in the nineteenth century, the use to which rulers of twenty-
second century London put their machines only worsens the social and political 
conditions of the people. As Ostrog explains to him, “We must keep the grip [on the 
masses] tight, that is all,”291 thus leaving no room for improvement of their 
conditions. As Graham flies over the city, he notices that “the mighty city seen from 
above showed few signs of the swift revolution that had, to his imagination, in one 
night and one day changed the destinies of the world.”292 He observes that, “A 
multitude of people still swarmed over these ruins, and the huge openwork 	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stagings in the distance from which started in times of peace the service of 
aeroplanes to the various great cities of Europe and America, were also black with 
the victors.”293 While Ostrog remains silent regarding the conditions of the people 
below, Graham notices men running with weapons, “swarm[ing] thicker and thicker 
to the right, gesticulating—it might be they were shouting, but of that the picture 
told nothing.”294 For Ostrog, the benefits of aviation lie in its ability to help maintain 
power over the masses by aerial control and surveillance. For Graham, as we 
continue to find out, the bird’s-eye view helps to educate him regarding the social 
and political injustices that continue to afflict this world. The difference between 
Graham’s and Ostrog’s use of the aeroplane highlights the need to educate 
mankind on how to use technology for their own advancement rather than as 
extensions of power or control over others. 
In Experiment in Autobiography (1934), Wells explains that, “The future in When 
the Sleeper Awakes was essentially an exaggeration of contemporary tendencies: 
higher buildings, bigger towns, wickeder capitalists and labour more down-trodden 
than ever and more desperate […] there was more and more flying and the wildest 
financial speculation.”295 What Wells shows in the novel, therefore, is how 
unprepared mankind is for the invention of the aeroplane and he highlights the 
need for some kind of radical revisioning of mankind’s attitudes and beliefs if it is to 
be kept from destroying itself. The novel is an illustration of Wells’s “central 
conviction, that civilization would collapse unless the right sort of people got hold of 
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it,”296 and it is only with a common global education that such people will come 
about. Some early traces of his belief in the important role of education can be 
read in When the Sleeper Wakes. Graham is shocked, for example, when the 
Surveyor-General explains to him that, “We try and make the elementary schools 
pleasant for the little children. They will have to work so soon.”297 Graham asks, 
“You teach them very little?” to which he is answered, “Why should we? It only 
leads to trouble and discontent. We amuse them.”298 As this exchange shows, 
education is severely lacking in the new world, leading to the misuse of technology 
that only exacerbates socio-political inequalities. 
Since the oppressed have no access to the flying machines and other technologies 
used by the ruling elite, Wells uses Graham instead to illustrate how aeroplanes 
can help in the advancement of knowledge and society. Upon descent, he sees 
people gathered below, “rejoicing over his safe return. A black mass was crushed 
together under the stage, a darkness stippled with innumerable faces, and 
quivering with the minute oscillation of waved white handkerchiefs and waving 
hands.”299 At first, Graham is too enamored with the new sensations of flight to 
comprehend this view, but the description itself of the “black mass” and the 
“darkness” under the stage points to the oppressive dark side of the current 
political regime. The people are literally “crushed” by the flying stage, which 
symbolizes their oppression by, at first, the Council, then, Ostrog. After Helen 
Wotton educates him regarding the Labour Department and its production of 
“Dumb, crippled millions, countless millions, all over the world about, ignorant of 	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anything but limitations and unsatisfied,”300 she helps to put his aerial view in 
perspective, which incites the beginning of his rebellion against Ostrog: Graham 
decides, “I have spent enough time with aeronautics […] I must learn how people 
live now, how the common life has developed.”301 Ostrog notably becomes 
alarmed to know that Graham is “learning”302 after he is told that Graham and 
Helen have been conversing. Education, the novel indicates, is the key to helping 
mankind make constructive use of advanced technologies that were quickly being 
invented. Soon after When the Sleeper Wakes was published, the aeroplane was 
invented, which must have then reminded Wells of the misuse of aviation that he 
himself constructed in the novel and made urgent to him his calls for reform in 
education. 
The urgency that Wells must have felt when heavier-than-air flight became realized 
can be detected foremostly in the revision of the novel’s title, from When the 
Sleeper Wakes in 1899—before the invention of the aeroplane—to The Sleeper 
Awakes in 1910. With the presence of the conjunction “when”, the former title 
indicates that the events of the novel are dependent on some future event (the 
sleeper awakening). In comparison, the latter title, written in the present tense, 
indicates that the time has already come to seriously consider the possibility of the 
contents of the novel happening in reality, and it seems to be no small coincidence 
that this change occurred after the successful invention of the aeroplane. To this 
end of persuading and convincing his readers of how close their reality is to the 
conditions presented in twenty-second-century London, Wells can be seen to 
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correct as much as he can his inaccurate predictions of the technicalities of flight. A 
survey of these changes has already been carried out by Lucy Sussex, who 
concludes that his predictions and changes indicate how “well-read” Wells was in 
aviation.303 For instance, the steering mechanics of the aeropiles that he refers to 
in the earlier versions were most likely influenced by Otto Lilienthal and Octave 
Chanute’s gliders, as they bear some resemblance.304 Additionally, Wells later 
replaced the term “aeropile” with “monoplane,” which was the term that French 
aviators Blériot and Esnault-Pelterie gave to their machine and which resembled 
the aeropile in When the Sleeper Wakes. Another notable change is in the 
description of Graham’s impression of the aircrafts. In the earlier version, Graham 
is “disappointed with [the aircraft’s] cumbersome contrivances,”305 but his 
disappointment and the description of the flying machine as “cumbersome” is 
removed in the later version. As Wells alters the flying machine to become one that 
appears practicable and safe, he is also making it resemble actual aeroplanes, 
which brings the text closer to the present reality and the issues it raises more 
urgent. 
Another significant change that Wells makes is the ending of the novel. The 
concluding sentences in When the Sleeper Wakes read: “His head nodded and fell 
forward, his eyes closed. His face softened and insensibly the touch of pain 
vanished from his lips. His doubts were at an end.”306 Graham dies slowly and his 
death is described gently as the narrator moves from his head to his eyes and to 	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his lips. In comparison, The Sleeper Awakes ends with more violent imagery: 
“Came a shock and a great crackling and popping of bars and stays.”307 The 
change to a more abrupt ending emphasizes for readers Graham’s impact as he 
hits the ground and the magnitude of the impact is also underscored by the 
onomatopoeic “crackling” and “popping.” The alteration to a more shocking and 
violent end suggests that Wells was seeking to make a more significant impression 
on his readers, as if to insist that if their world fails to take the necessary steps 
towards protecting mankind’s future, then the only certain outcome will be death 
and destruction. 
Men Like Gods 
Men Like Gods presents a vastly different world than the dystopia in When the 
Sleeper Wakes. The story begins with the protagonist, Mr. Barnstaple, suddenly 
finding his car, along with two others, transported into a parallel, yet utopian world. 
In the course of the novel, Mr. Barnstaple, as well as the other characters including 
the politician Mr. Cecil Burleigh and Lord Barralonga, are shown around Utopia by 
their Utopian guides and they are told of how the Utopians developed from the 
“Age of Confusion,” which is when the state of their world was similar to the 
present state of Earth, into their current utopian state. Mr. Barnstaple, who has 
become disillusioned with his life as a journalist in London, endeavours to stay in 
Utopia but is convinced by the Utopians in the end to return to Earth. At the end of 
the novel and upon his return, Mr. Barnstaple resolves to put all his efforts into 
turning his world into its own version of Utopia. 
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The “[move] from an anti-utopian to an increasingly utopian outlook”308 is a change 
in tactic that perhaps seemed necessary to Wells considering the urgency he felt 
as a result of increasing international tensions exacerbated by the rapid rise of 
aviation. This shift had actually begun earlier in A Modern Utopia,309 where, 
according to Richard Nate, Wells “dispense[s] with the pessimism of his earlier 
science fiction and envision[s] a world state marked by social and technological 
progress.”310 If previously, as in The Sleeper Awakes, he tries to warn readers of 
the devastating consequences of a prolonged disunited world, now he needed to 
be more insistent with his calls for a world state by showing how it would be 
achieved. In the preface to a later edition of Men Like Gods published in Seven 
Famous Novels (1934), Wells states that at the time when he first wrote the novel, 
“I had tired of talking in playful parables to a world engaged in destroying itself,” 
and that, “I was becoming too convinced of the strong probability of very strenuous 
and painful human experiences in the near future to play about with them much 
more.”311 He needed now to focus more on encouraging readers of the possibility 
of attaining a world state and showing them how it would work, rather than 
continue to explore and emphasize the dire consequences should the world not 
take immediate action. To this end, it can be argued, the utopian world in Men Like 
Gods is ostensibly shaped to reflect Wells’s ideas of a world state so that he can 
inform his readers of the details of his proposals. The most notable common 
characteristics (between the Utopia in the text and Wells’s ideas of a world state) 	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include the implementation of one global education system, which makes Utopia 
an “educational state”;312 having one common language, which in Utopia goes one 
step further as they do not verbally speak to one another anymore, but they “think 
directly to each other”;313 and the ability to freely travel across the globe (“the 
Utopians [were] able to explore the whole planet on which they lived”).314 It should 
be noted that there is one difference between the Utopia in Men Like Gods and 
Wells’s world state, which is the lack of a “concentration of authority.”315 However, 
this is only due to the lack of a name or label for the “number of intelligences 
directed to the general psychology of the race and to the interaction of one 
collective function upon another.”316 This “group of intelligences” is therefore not 
unlike the World Council found in The Shape of Things to Come and the 
intellectual elite in A Modern Utopia called The Order of the Samurai. 
Several marked characteristics of the utopian world in Men Like Gods point 
towards the change in Wells’s strategy, i.e. the shift from emphasizing the 
catastrophic effects of being inactive to encouraging readers of the possibility of 
attaining a world state. For instance, in contrast to twenty-second-century London 
in When the Sleeper Wakes, which exists in a different time, the utopia in Men Like 
Gods exists in a different space and can be reached instantly due to the “extended” 
and “slightly bent and contorted”317 section of the universe. The idea that one can 
easily slip into this world, as the protagonist Mr. Barnstaple does, is likely meant to 
illustrate to readers how achievable this ideal world is. As Wells sets this world up 	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to be concurrent with present-day Earth, thereby juxtaposing them, he can also 
emphasize how far better Utopia is, not because they have had the advantage of 
time like the future world in The Sleeper Awakes, but because the Utopians took 
action when they needed to during the “Age of Confusion”. This conveys to readers 
the necessity of taking immediate action in order to quickly achieve a similar 
utopian, but realisable, state. 
If aeroplanes are the key to a world state, this means that Mr. Barnstaple’s world—
which has already invented the aeroplane by this point—is already sufficiently 
advanced to be on the way to utopian status. However, the Earthlings in Men Like 
Gods seem more intent on developing their technologies for luxury rather than for 
efficiency or for the advancement of mankind, which becomes clear when the 
Utopians encounter the limousine that Burleigh and Barralonga arrive in. The 
limousine in the 1910s and 1920s was one of the most luxurious motor vehicles 
made available, designed with passengers’ comfort in mind. An advertisement in 
1912, for instance, highlights its comfortable interiors, stating that it is “luxuriously 
fitted” and that “to sit inside reminds one of dropping into an easy chair.”318 
Magazines at the time also frequently feature the limousine and highlight its status 
as one of the key symbols of wealth.319 Yet, when the Utopians inspect the vehicle, 
they burst out laughing as they apparently “found something exquisitely ridiculous 
in the engine of the limousine.”320 Here, Wells criticizes the way in which 
technologies are needlessly developed for the pleasure of the wealthy elite rather 
than for the benefit of mankind as a whole. 
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Wells takes this opportunity again to emphasize the need for education. In contrast 
to Ostrog and the Council in When the Sleeper Wakes, the Utopians are depicted 
as being much more intelligent and this is the result of their world’s educational 
background. Their education system is so efficient that it has eliminated any need 
for politics or parliament: Lion, one of the Utopian guides, tells Mr. Barnstaple, “Our 
education is our government.”321 The Utopians continue to relate their history to 
Barnstaple, Barralonga, and Burleigh, and show how they can also achieve utopian 
status. In doing so, Wells notably uses the simple and clear method of question-
and-answer to illustrate how Utopia is achieved, maintained, and justified, which 
makes it easier for readers to identify and grasp the main points being conveyed. 
The Earthlings are given the opportunity to ask the Utopians questions, which they 
answer in detail. For instance, when Mr. Catskill asks, “What is here to prevent 
degeneration?”322 Urthred the Utopian explains clearly and concisely, “The indolent 
and inferior do not procreate here,” and proceeds to explain the other rules and 
regulations that have been put in place to prevent degeneration.323 This direct, 
straightforward method of describing rather than demonstrating also indicates 
Wells’s turn to a simpler, plainer way of conveying his ideas. Barnstaple attests to 
the clarity of the explanations when he states, “[The Utopians] were clear and frank 
and direct. […] They were beautifully unwary in their communications.”324 It is this 
straightforward style of writing that characterizes much of his later texts, suggesting 
the increased sense of urgency he must have felt in making his calls for a world 
state. Also worthwhile noting is Utopia’s eugenicist tendencies in preventing the 
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“indolent and inferior” from procreating. Such a strict and drastic measure (by 
simply banning them from producing offspring) again indicates Wells’s authoritarian 
stance that is likely off-putting to the general public and might defeat his ultimate 
purpose of achieving global unity.325 The straightforward, almost unyielding way in 
which Urthred proclaims their world’s attitude towards procreation reveals an 
unappealing rigidity about Utopia and Wells’s own dictatorial position. Of course, 
critics must be wary of holding Wells accountable for occupying a drastic position 
on a concept that really “occupies but a miniscule portion of [his] social thought.”326 
As Justin E.A. Bausch asserts, Wells’s thoughts on eugenics were not fixed and he 
merely endorsed the concept in a “lukewarm fashion.”327 Nevertheless, his 
openness to eugenicist ideas hints at a willingness to take drastic measures to help 
achieve Utopia. 
The Utopians begin their explanation from the “Age of Confusion”—a period with 
conditions similar to present-day Earth—and describe how with the onset of 
modernization, “Many thousands of people were lifted out of the normal squalor of 
human life to positions in which they could, if they chose, think and act with 
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unprecedented freedom.”328 With advancements in technology, “the Utopians, who 
had hitherto crawled about their planets like sluggish ants or traveled parasitically 
on larger and swifter animals, found themselves able to fly rapidly or speak 
instantaneously to any other point on the planet.”329 The only problem was that a 
majority of the population “took the novel inventions as they came, haphazard, with 
as little adjustment as possible of their thoughts and ways of living to the new 
necessities these novelties implied,”330 which is what happens in When the Sleeper 
Wakes. What was missing was the progress in thinking that matched the progress 
in scientific discoveries and technological achievements. Once this had been 
learnt, the Utopians could finally reach their current way of life. Wells in this novel 
reverses his tactic in educating his readers regarding the need for a world state 
and a new kind of global education. Rather than showing them what could happen 
if they failed to act, he shows them what could be achieved if they did. This change 
in his approach reveals how he continued to find new ways to (attract and) educate 
his readers, which illustrates how urgent and important he believed his ideas were. 
A Modern Utopia and The Shape of Things to Come 
Another way in which Wells changed his literary strategy was to experiment with 
the form of the novel, enabling him to insert more of his political ideas into his texts. 
In doing so, Wells’s texts become more instructive and didactic. Early traces of this 
“experiment in form”331 can be found in his 1905 text, A Modern Utopia, where he 
blends “philosophical discussion on the one hand and imaginative narrative on the 
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other.”332 In the preface, Wells states that he deliberated extensively over the form 
of the novel: “I was still greatly exercised, I spent some vacillating months over the 
scheme of this book.”333 His lengthy deliberation suggests that by this point, Wells 
was increasingly concerned with the question of how to better advocate his political 
ideas. In A Modern Utopia, an unnamed Botanist as well as the narrator known as 
the Voice imaginatively transport themselves into a utopian world which they 
explore and whose commendable aspects and shortcomings they discuss. “This 
is,” the narrator proposes, “to be a holiday from politics and movements and 
methods”334 of the current world in which they live. Wells blends drama and plot 
with discussions concerning aspects of the modern utopia. Compared to his other 
works of fiction then, A Modern Utopia contains more details and examinations of 
his political ideas.  
For instance, in the last section of Chapter 4, after hearing of the botanist’s 
complicated romantic relationship with a woman in the real world, a utopian 
character tells the narrator how “absurd” and “ridiculous” it seems to him the idea 
of “romancing.”335 The dramatic narrative (the botanist’s romantic obsession) then 
leads into philosophical discussion, which is the way in which the former works 
alongside the latter throughout the text. For example, at the end, it is the botanist’s 
anguish from seeing his lover’s double in Utopia with another man that breaks their 
imaginative bubble and forces them back into the real world. The botanist cries out, 
“My God! […] what nonsense all this is! All these dreams! All Utopias! There she 
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is—! Oh, but I have dreamt of her! And now—“336 The use of multiple exclamation 
marks to emphasize his misery and the short, incomplete sentences distinguish the 
dramatic narrative from the philosophical sections in which the sentences are 
longer and less emotive. The discussion of the botanist’s romantic affair then 
creates an opportunity for the narrator to raise other problems in their “inferior 
world,”337 stating that, “Men die of starvation; people die by the hundred thousand 
needlessly and painfully; men and women are lashed together to make hell for 
each other; […] there is a thing called war, a horror of blood and vileness.”338 
Conveyed to a utopian outsider, such problems seem even more terrible, thus 
highlighting for readers the necessity of changing their ways. In the next chapter 
titled ‘Failure in a Modern Utopia,’ the narrator then goes into more detail regarding 
how Utopia manages such problems, beginning with the statement that, “it is our 
business to ask what Utopia will do with its congenital invalids, its idiots and 
madmen, its drunkards and men of vicious minds.”339 Briefly answering this 
question, the narrator first insists, “the breed of failure must not increase,” and then 
continues to elaborate the steps that Utopia takes to ensure that they do not, 
including making sure that every citizen is “properly housed, well nourished, and in 
good health.”340 Note, again, the eugenicist method of population control that 
reveals Wells’s totalitarian tendencies in trying to achieve a World State. His 
willingness to adopt radical measures indicates the increasing sense of urgency he 
must have felt regarding the need for the establishment of a world government. 
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The role of the narrator in this hybrid form of the novel is thus important as he is 
the one who guides the reader through Utopia, explaining why their system works 
and how they can learn from them. If Wells wanted to educate his readers about 
the benefits of a world state, then it was important that the narrator take on the role 
of educator as well. The narrator also needs to appeal to the readers when he 
conveys the story and ideas. In his political writings, it is clear that it is Wells 
speaking directly to the reader, whereas in the hybridized novel, Wells has the 
liberty of making the narrator more appealing in order to relate to a wider audience. 
Notably, defining the character of the narrator is the first thing that Wells does in A 
Modern Utopia, explaining that, “There are works, and this is one of them, that are 
best begun with a portrait of the author.”341 He italicizes the words that the narrator 
speaks, thus highlighting his central role in the narrative. Wells also makes sure to 
remind the readers to forget that it is he who is in actuality telling the story, 
requesting that, “[this Voice] is not to be taken as the Voice of the ostensible author 
who fathers these pages. You have to clear your mind of any preconceptions in 
that respect.”342 He asks that readers imagine the ubiquitous Owner of the Voice to 
be, “sitting, a little nervously, a little modestly, on a stage, with table, glass of water 
and all complete.”343 The more authoritative yet humble the narrator appears, 
presumably the more readers will make an effort to read his words as opposed to 
those of a seemingly dogmatic figure. 
Wells also ensures that the narrator guides the readers clearly throughout the 
novel, firstly explaining his methodology in exploring Utopia: “We are going to lay 
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down certain necessary starting propositions, and then we shall proceed to explore 
the sort of world these propositions give us.”344 So, at the start of their journey, the 
narrator clearly proposes that, “No less than a planet will serve the purpose of a 
modern Utopia,”345 and then goes on to discuss the topographical aspect of such a 
utopian planet. Rather than starting the text immediately with the narrator and 
botanist inside Utopia, Wells introduces the text by explaining step-by-step what he 
sets out to do and how the narrator and botanist are going to go about it. At the 
start of the story, the narrator can also be seen to clarify the form of the novel that 
the readers are about to embark upon, explaining that this is an unconventional 
form of “entertainment” that is, “neither the set drama of the work of fiction you are 
accustomed to read, nor the set lecturing of the essay you are accustomed to 
evade.”346 Yet, while this experimental form may intimidate some readers, Wells 
makes certain to consistently guide the reader throughout the narrator and 
botanist’s journey. For instance, after explaining in detail how marriages are to 
work in a utopia, the narrator makes sure to repeat and summarize at the end the 
important points that readers are to take note of. The narrator states, “It must be 
reiterated that our reasoning still leaves Utopian marriage an institution with wide 
possibilities of variation. We have tried to give effect to the ideal of a virtual 
equality, an equality of spirit between men and women,”347 which gives readers the 
main objective for the rules laid down in utopia regarding marriage. 
The clear guidance throughout the text provided for the reader suggests Wells’s 
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writing developed further several years later in 1933 in The Shape of Things to 
Come. Like A Modern Utopia, this text combines imaginative narrative with Wells’s 
political ideas, and this time, the story is written as if it were non-fiction. In this 
novel, Wells himself masquerades as the narrator relaying the contents of a 
“dream book” left by Dr. Philip Raven, who was a prominent intellectual figure 
working for the League of Nations. After he passes away in 1930, he leaves Wells 
his book containing visions of the future that he sees in his dreams and Wells has 
taken on the task of editing the work for publication. By inserting himself into his 
own story, Wells is conveying to the reader the seriousness of the ideas he 
presents in the book despite its semi-fictional nature. The shift towards a more 
educational style of writing is also noted by James, who observes that, “Previously 
the relationship between Wells’s novels and political writings was that the former 
would diagnose ailments which the latter then attempt to cure. After 1910, the 
discourse of the novels is hybridized with didactic interpolations from a character 
who possesses the role of an authorial spokesman.”348 
The outline of The Shape of Things to Come distinctly reflects that of a history 
textbook with several divisions and sub-divisions arranged chronologically 
explaining the events leading up to the emergence of the world state. This simple 
and straightforward arrangement of the text is reminiscent of an educational 
textbook meant to guide students through a subject. The narrative goes from Book 
I, titled, “Today and Tomorrow: The Age of Frustration Dawns’, through to the rise 
of a world state in Book III, ‘The World Renascence: The Birth of The Modern 
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State,’ and concludes with Book V, ‘The Modern State in Control of Life,’ which is 
when there is, “No [longer any] need to govern the world.”349 Each book is then 
sub-divided into several sections dedicated to explaining different aspects of the 
period. For example, in Book III—‘The World Renascence: The Birth of the Modern 
State’—some of the sections include ‘The First Conference at Basra: 1965’ and 
after that, ‘The Growth of Resistance to the Air and Sea Control’. It is therefore 
ostensibly set up to represent a historical account of the journey of mankind from 
the present day in 1933 until 2106, at which point the narrative stops due to the 
death of the original writer, Dr. Philip Raven.  
After Wells’s “reorganization” of Raven’s materials, the book ends up being of 
considerable length and reflects Wells’s close attention to detail in every aspect of 
human life, from environmental issues, discussing what will happen to the 
“vegetation of earth and sea,”350 to “housing,” even covering issues of sanitation.351 
For instance, regarding environmental protection, the Supreme Council orders 
“restraint […] upon the immediate application of recent inventions, and particularly 
of recent biological inventions, which might otherwise have precipitated very similar 
but even more fundamental and catastrophic disproportions to those which 
overwhelmed the capitalist civilization of the nineteenth century.”352 Regarding 
housing, the problem of abandoned houses is solved by the increase in 
“mechanical power” and “the new road system [which] made more of the earth 
accessible, as power-cables and water supply spread everywhere.”353 Due to this 
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accessibility to facilities, “it became easy not only to clear away and obliterate the 
trace of houses that were done for, but to bring a pleasant individualized country 
house within the purchasing power of an increasing proportion of the 
population.”354 The extensive scope and comprehensiveness of his plans suggests 
that Wells was aware of the need to prove to his readers how seriously and deeply 
he had considered all aspects of his ideas for a world state in order for the readers 
to take his proposals seriously.  
In his fictional editorial note, Wells states that he decided not to add his own 
annotations because, “The more attracted [the reader] was by the book, the more 
likely he was to make his observations for himself; the less he appreciated, the less 
he was likely to appreciate a superincumbent mass of elucidation.”355 Clarity and 
simplicity are again crucial to his writing style, and as Wells states, he is aware that 
readers will appreciate these traits in a text of significant length. An apt example of 
Wells’s—or rather, Raven’s—effort to express his ideas as clearly and simply as 
possible is the proclamation of the establishment of the World Council to the rest of 
the world. In order to distinguish the proclamation from the rest of the prose, it is 
separated and indented, thus visually informing readers of its importance. The 
proclamation itself is brief—“a singularly poor piece of prose when we consider the 
magnificence of its matter.”356 Yet, elaborate prose will only take attention away 
from the message that the declaration has to make, which in its essence is that, 
“[the Central Council for World Affairs] is the only sovereign upon this planet.”357 
The beginning of the declaration briefly justifies the establishment of the World 	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Council, stating:  
The Council for World Affairs, constituted by the Air and Sea Control and its 
associates, declares: 
That between 1950 and 1965 this planet became derelict through the 
incapacity of its ostensible rulers and property owners to keep the peace, 
regulate production and distribution, and conserve and guide the common 
life of mankind; 
That chaos ensued, and 
That it became urgently necessary to build up a new world administration 
amidst the ruins. 
This the Air and Sea Control did.358 
The sentences in the declaration are pointedly concise, allowing only a sentence to 
summarize the events that led to the necessary establishment of the World 
Council. It states simply, “That chaos ensued,” for instance, without unnecessarily 
going into detail about what such chaos involved. Presumably, such details would 
have already been known by the world, and readers themselves are informed of 
them in the preceding sections. The elimination of such details therefore helps to 
keep the declaration focused. In addition to this, the proclamation is also a helpful 
summary for the readers, clarifying for them the basic duties of the Council and 
how they are to govern the world state. Of course, the lack of details regarding the 
chaos can also be seen as propaganda as it leads the reader to assume that 
everything that happened before the establishment of the world state was 
unnecessary mayhem and therefore a World State must be the logical answer. 	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Such a tactic again indicates Wells’s authoritarian approach in his later works as 
his works simultaneously became increasingly instructive and urgent in tone. 
In the fifth and final book, another helpful summary is given that usefully reminds 
readers of the past events that led to the formation of the world state. These 
reminders are especially helpful in lengthy texts such as The Shape of Things to 
Come where the scope of the subject is vast. Before discussing the end of the Age 
of Frustration, Raven states, “Let us recapitulate that history in its barest 
outline,”359 and goes on for the rest of the paragraph to do just that. He briefly 
mentions the beginnings of the World State in the early twentieth century, which, 
“gathered experience and definition throughout the decades of collapse and 
disaster; it had formally invaded human politics at the Conference of Basra in 1965 
as manifestly the only possible solution of the human problem, and now it had 
completed its conquest of mankind.”360 In the “bare” form of the summary, Ravens 
(or Wells) also manages to convey to readers a sense of simplicity about the 
concept of the world state, which helps to make it seem more easily achievable. 
In contrast to the “plump” character of “middle size and age”361 that Wells 
describes as the Owner of the Voice in A Modern Utopia, Dr. Philip Raven is an, 
“exceptionally simple, direct, devoted and energetic personality,” with a 
“stimulatingly aggressive mind,”362 due to which, Wells is implying, he was able to 
produce the dream book that will hopefully change the course of mankind. 
Although Raven has died, he is admired and remembered fondly, “in nearly every 
paper of importance from Oslo to New Zealand and from Buenos Aires to 	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Japan.”363 This change towards representing a more energetic and globally-
influential figure reveals Wells resorting to a more aggressive, perhaps dictatorial, 
approach in an attempt to persuade a wide audience of his proposals for a world 
government. Besides the efforts to make his writing clearer and simpler for readers 
to grasp easily, such aggressiveness in his advocacy can also be detected in 
Raven’s frank criticism of the League of Nations’ failure to establish a world state: 
“The statesmen, diplomatists and politicians of the time impress us as almost 
incredibly blind to things that are as plain as daylight to us now, and it is hard for us 
to believe that that blindness was not wilful. It was not. They could not see it.”364 
The addition of the last two sentences further underscores the “blind” ignorance 
displayed by the League of Nations and reveals Raven’s extreme frustration with 
their mistakes. Upon reading the League of Nations’ past conference proceedings, 
Ravens states, “we almost cry out as we read: ‘You idiots! Wasn’t world control 
there just under your noses? And was there anything else but disaster 
possible?’”365 His upfront condemnation is illustrative of Wells’s aggressive strategy 
in warning his readers. Note also his use of the term “world control,” which again 
points to Wells’s rather totalitarian stance. Additionally, the rhetorical questions that 
Ravens poses at the end of his criticism serves to further bring to light the grave 
mistakes that Wells believes were being committed at that time. 
Wells’s tone and language in The Shape of Things to Come can thus be seen to be 
much more assertive and polemical than that used in his earlier scientific romances 
and this points to his increasingly aggressive advocacy for the establishment of a 
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World State. For instance, in the description of the conditions of the present day, 
the government is harshly referred to as “feeble” and the capitalist businesses are 
accused of being “profit accumulators.”366 Raven vividly describes the growth of 
armies and navies as a “cancer growth”367 which suggests the harm that 
governments are causing. Other terms that he uses like “secreted” and “blotched” 
to describe the activities of the nationalist government and the military clearly show 
his frustrations at their lack of understanding of their self-destructive ways. For 
instance, when he points out that a “social revolution might have occurred [at the 
end of the nineteenth century],” he criticizes militarism for “alleviat[ing] these 
revolutionary stresses by providing vast profit-yielding channels of waste.”368 The 
vocabulary that Wells uses is particularly harsh, but it must be remembered that it 
was only a few years before, in 1927, that Wells was also frustrated at the lack of 
initiative to act for peace, which he clearly states in his pamphlet ‘Playing at 
Peace’. The aggressive tone that Wells uses in this instance thus takes on greater 
significance once we remember his earlier frustration. 
It is worthwhile to note that the film version, Things to Come (1936), for which 
Wells wrote the screenplay, opens with the aerial bombing of Everytown, thus 
revealing how the misuse of the invention of the aeroplane led to the destruction of 
mankind and making urgent to the audience the need to start rethinking their 
political structures and educational systems. Wells had initially approached the 
architect Le Corbusier, whose book, Towards a New Architecture (1927) Wells 
consulted, to work for the film. Le Corbusier is well-known for his fascination with 
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flight and the aeroplane and often used the aerial view as a basis to start his 
designs.369 Although Le Corbusier turned down his offer, the fact that Wells had 
approached him in the first place suggests how important Wells considered the 
aerial view was to the construction of the sets. 
 
Fig. 11. Destruction of Everytown caused by aerial bombing in Things to Come. 
(London Film Productions).370 
Aviation is shown to play a significant role within the text itself, even more so than 
in When the Sleeper Wakes and Men Like Gods. The centrality of aviation to the 
text of The Shape of Things to Come illustrates Wells’s awareness of flight’s large 
impact on the world and the resultant need for changes in the way the world is 
governed. For instance, it is through the existence of the aviators-turned-air-
merchants that the world state in The Shape of Things to Come is formed. Before 	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the official establishment of The Air and Sea Control, these aviators, “had already 
organized a loose world union,”371 and the fact that they did so reveals the causal 
link in Wells’s mind between aviation and the formation of a world state. It is 
because of these aviators that the conference at Basra in 1965 was held, which led 
to the emergence of the “Modern State” and it is because of this significant 
outcome that the conference “is regarded by historians as a cardinal date.”372 In 
comparison to When the Sleeper Wakes and A Modern Utopia, the aviators’ pivotal 
role in the establishment of a world state is described in much more detail and with 
more emphasis, which reflects the increasing integration of aviation in the 1920s 
and 1930s in national and international infrastructures.  
Also in contrast to When the Sleeper Wakes are the regulations put in place in The 
Shape of Things to Come to control the use of aeroplanes. During the conference 
in Basra, it was decided that, “Every aeroplane in the world was to be registered, 
was to carry a distinctive number, respect the common tariff of charges and pay a 
registration fee to the [Air and Sea] Control.”373 The establishment of these strict 
rules firstly indicates Wells’s awareness of their massive power and potential and 
the resultant need to control their use. The lack of such air regulations in When the 
Sleeper Wakes and The War in the Air, for example, proved to be destructive and 
illustrates the need for their enforcement. Secondly, it indicates Wells’s increasing 
support for the international control of aviation, which would avoid misuse of 
aeroplanes by national military air forces. Additionally, these regulations also point 
to Wells’s increasingly detailed and thorough writing that contributes to the 
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educational aspect of the texts. 
5. Conclusion 
As demonstrated in this chapter, from When the Sleeper Wakes to The Shape of 
Things to Come, Wells increasingly adopts a more urgent, direct, and assertive 
writing style. By putting his writings within the context of aeronautical developments 
at the time, it becomes clear that he did so in part due to the speedy aeronautical 
developments that contributed to the rising tensions in the international 
atmosphere and made urgent to him his ideas for a world state and educational 
reform. This study thus undermines John Clute’s critique of Wells’s writing, 
suggesting that Wells’s insistent and assertive style shows how he was, “fatally 
slow to register an evolving consensus about the First World War,” which was the 
perception that the war revealed the “true dreadful face of us all,” and that any 
“pretences to civilization” was merely a “mask.”374 Clute’s reasoning assumes that 
the post-WWI generation felt completely hopeless about the future. However, the 
existence of support for international control of aviation (as demonstrated by Wells, 
Colegrove, and the League of Nations) as well as the establishment of a world 
state illustrates that this was simply not true. The history of aviation in Britain 
shows that there was a group of people like Wells, those in the League of Nations, 
and even those before them such as Lord Tennyson and Edmund Stedman who 
saw mankind’s salvation in a world government, or at least a world community, and 
Wells’s texts are, as a result, responsive to these hopeful outlooks for the future of 
civilization. 
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However, Wells’s aggressive approach and autocratic tone in his later writings did 
somewhat undermine his ultimate aim for world peace, for it is difficult for readers 
to empathise with his vision of global peace in his later texts where the language 
used is harsh and the tone at times overly insistent so as to become dogmatic. 
Virginia Woolf, too, protests against Wells’s adamant behavior, stating in ‘Modern 
Fiction’ (1921) that “he takes too much delight in the solidity of his fabric.”375 By 
“taking upon his shoulders the work that ought to have been discharged by 
Government officials,” Woolf argues that Wells “forget[s] to think important, the 
crudity and coarseness of his human beings,”376 which are the things that readers 
relate to and identify with. By focusing too much on utopia and utopian characters, 
Wells distances his readers who likely find the worlds and characters in his texts to 
be too strange and consequently, unappealing. His characters, especially those in 
his later works, are always seen to be discussing their world’s problems and 
debating how to solve them that we almost never see them doing or thinking 
anything else. It is perhaps due to this lack of emotional and psychological depth 
that Woolf states in ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown’ (1923), “there is not a single man 
or woman whom we know”377 in Wells’s books. She reiterates her statement in 
‘Character in Fiction’ (1924) that, “There are no Mrs Browns in Utopia,”378 
underscoring the idea that Wells’s world state is too rigid to leave room for complex 
individuals like the ones she depicts such as Clarissa Dalloway. As Vicki Mahaffey 
argues, restricted views, such as the ones in Wells’s texts (being limited to utopia 	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and how to achieve it), “are necessarily reductive; they inevitably delimit and tame 
the flux of the real.”379 Without some semblance of “the real” in his texts—conflict, 
inner turmoil, ambiguity, etc.—it becomes less likely for Wells’s ideas to appeal to 
his readers due to the alienness of the worlds and characters presented. 
Both the nationalist and militarist view of aviation and Wells’s own internationalist, 
yet autocratic stance share the common problem of being overly persistent to the 
point of being reductive in their ideas and beliefs about what the aeroplane should 
be used and developed for. If the nationalists and the military were insistent about 
controlling and developing aviation primarily for national defense and power, Wells 
can be seen as similarly adamant about harnessing the aeroplane’s capabilities 
mainly for the establishment of a world state. Neither side leaves much, or any, 
room to consider other approaches to aviation nor the aeroplane’s other possible 
uses. Indeed, the aeroplane’s various roles, functions, movements, and sensations 
that it imparts defy such limited views of its use. As I will show in the next three 
chapters, Woolf, William Faulkner, and John Dos Passos all have different views of 
aviation that they have managed to depict in ways that are not dictatorial in manner 
and are compatible with their non-nationalist, non-militarist views of the aeroplane. 
For instance, in my reading of Mrs Dalloway in the next chapter, I note how Woolf 
depicts the skywriting plane as an elusive being, seen in various ways through the 
eyes of several different people below. Woolf thus recognizes and gives voice to 
the views of characters like Mrs Brown. Through literary experimentation, 
fragmentation, and unstable narration, Woolf and the other modernist writers are 
able to capture the way in which the aeroplane itself influences their thoughts and 	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writings on flight and aviation rather than enforcing their pre-existing assumptions 
and ideas onto the figure of the aeroplane in their texts. 
Nevertheless, Wells was one of the first of his generation to seriously consider the 
significant impact that aviation could have on the world. His writings are a 
testament to his vision and so are those of the modernists that followed in his 
wake. If Wells was convinced that aviation would deeply alter human life, then the 
influence that aviation had on modernist literature would prove him right. In the 
next chapter, I study Virginia Woolf’s response to aviation, highlighting how the 
panopticism of the aerial view influenced Woolf to widen the scope of her later 
writing and to experiment with literary technique to produce a sense of diversity 
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Chapter 2 
“The Fundamental Magic of Flying”: The Panoptic Aerial 
View in Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s North to the Orient and 
Virginia Woolf’s The Years and Between the Acts 
1. Introduction 
In Virginia Woolf’s notes for Three Guineas (1938), there is a noteworthy inclusion 
of a 1935 article from The Daily Telegraph titled ‘Soviet Women Beat Men as Air 
Pilots’ with the subtitles ‘Not Affected by Great Height’ and ‘Specially Suited for 
Fighting’.380 The article reports the results of tests carried out in Russia that proved 
“women will make better air pilots than men for work at high altitudes in the next 
war.”381 Taking into account Woolf’s feminist-pacifist stance that was particularly 
pronounced in the 1930s, this development must have been doubly horrifying, 
especially once we recall her diary entry written decades earlier during the First 
World War:  
L[eonard] was told the other day that the air raids are carried out by women. 
Women’s bodies were found in the wrecked aeroplanes. They are smaller & 
lighter, & thus leave more room for bombs. Perhaps its sentimental, but the 
thought seems to me to add a particular touch of horror.382 
In order to fully grasp Woolf’s horror, it is necessary to understand the cultural 	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presence of the aeroplane in the early twentieth century, for it would appear that it 
is not only the assimilation of the objectified “smaller & lighter” women into the 
machinery of war that Woolf objected to, but also the prevalent airminded mentality 
that encouraged women to be involved. Largely due to war propaganda, 
airmindedness was becoming increasingly prevalent in the 1920s, reaching its 
peak in the 1930s, encouraging the nation to support aviation and emphasizing its 
integral role in the military. One of the first appearances of the word “air-minded” in 
1927 demonstrates these propagandist roots, being used in The Times, which was 
owned by Lord Northcliffe, who became Director for War Propaganda in World War 
I: “The growth of flying clubs since the Air Ministry first arranged to subsidize six 
clubs 18 months ago is most encouraging, for they offer one of the most 
economical and direct ways of making the nation, in the words of Sir Samuel 
Hoare, ‘air-minded.’”383 It is unsurprising then that the figure of the airman is 
featured in two of Woolf’s critical works, namely Three Guineas and ‘Thoughts on 
Peace in an Air Raid’ (1940), as they aptly illustrate the aggressive influence of 
airmindedness and, more importantly, the patriarchal forces behind the airminded 
culture. To have heard that women were also being recruited as fighter pilots, then, 
must have illustrated for Woolf how influential and pervasive the airminded 
mentality had become. 
However, this is not to say that Woolf’s perception of aviation was wholly negative. 
Despite the nationalistic, military appropriation of aviation at the time, and even 
though Woolf had never flown—a diary entry in 1933 suggests that she was 
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hesitant because flying seemed to her to be like “death”384—it appears that she 
was also conscious of the positive impact that the aeroplane could have by 
increasing awareness of the natural environment, thus demonstrating a more 
productive and peaceful co-existence between technology and nature. As I will 
demonstrate, in her earlier texts, particularly Mrs. Dalloway (1925) and ‘Flying over 
London’ (1928), Woolf criticizes the military use of the aeroplane by hinting at its 
constructive, rather than destructive, potential. But what perhaps influenced her 
perception on aviation the most is her reading of famed aviator—and later 
environmental activist—Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s North to the Orient (1935), which 
was given to her by Harold Nicholson after his visit to the United States to meet 
with Anne’s father, Dwight Morrow.385 Lindbergh’s emphasis on moments of 
intimacy shared with people from different cultures in her journey opposes the 
militarized image of the aeroplane as publicized by war propagandists in Britain. 
The aerial view in particular, which is frequently seen as offering an “authoritarian 
perspective”386 to the viewer due to the all-encompassing view that it offers is seen 
differently in Lindbergh’s text. What she calls the “fundamental magic of flying”—
the way the aerial viewpoint revitalizes appreciation of the planet’s natural 
wonders, such as “the waterfalls,” “the tops of the trees,” “the river,”387—contrasts 
sharply with and subverts the nationalist notion of the autocratic aerial view. 
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Lindbergh’s markedly contrasting perspective of aviation would have appealed to 
Woolf especially in the 1930s when she developed her anti-war and anti-fascist 
stance further in writings such as her anti-war pamphlet Three Guineas. 
This chapter thus argues that Woolf’s literary depictions of aviation go beyond 
focusing on the aeroplane’s prevalent militaristic image to suggest (and advocate) 
the aeroplane’s potential to promote a more inclusive, global perspective that 
highlights the interconnections between people and the world around them. To this 
end, I demonstrate how her view of aviation was shaped by her reading of 
Lindbergh’s North to the Orient, which has never before been critically discussed. 
As I will show, in contrast to Woolf’s earlier works such as Mrs. Dalloway and 
‘Flying over London’ which allude to the aeroplane’s non-military capabilities, her 
works after 1935, namely The Years (1937) and Between the Acts (1941), go 
further by emulating Lindbergh’s use of the panoptic aerial view to extend the 
narrative scope in an effort to promote a more all-encompassing perspective that 
undermines the restrictiveness of anthropocentric and patriarchal views as well as 
traditional narrative forms. For example, Woolf’s later texts emphasize the 
presence of the natural environment in addition to portraying her characters’ 
internal lives, and such a widened focus reflects the panoptic nature of the aerial 
vantage point. This argument therefore also seeks to add weight to the critical 
discussion concerning Woolf’s understanding of the natural world by showing how 
her portrayals of it were enhanced by her knowledge of the aeroplane’s potential. 
2. Previous Studies of Aviation in Woolf’s Writings 
That Woolf’s representations of the aeroplane, flight, and the aerial view have 
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received, and still continue to receive, much critical attention is indicative of the 
complexity and integral role of these issues in her texts. Yet, so far, critics who 
frequently view the aeroplane mainly in terms of its military or fascist connotations 
have overlooked the pervasiveness of the airminded mentality that is the driving 
force behind their interpretations. This has led to an oversight of the ambivalence 
in Woolf’s representations that on the one hand reflect on and criticize 
airmindedness, but on the other, hint at aviation’s potential for positive, rather than 
destructive, impact.  
An example of this interpretation is Elizabeth F. Evans’s reading of the aerial 
viewpoint in the preludes and interludes of The Years (1937), which she sees as 
being “homologous” with “an objective and totalizing narrative voice; political 
propaganda; and despotism.”388 She contrasts this with the experiences of the 
characters on ground-level, which she argues, “exposes the subjective and fallible 
underpinnings of [the aerial] vision,”389 that “emphasizes surfaces and erases 
personalities.”390 Yet, her reading is overly reliant on the connection between the 
aerial view of the aeroplane and totalitarianism. While this connection can indeed 
be made, it leads to the obscuring of the more positive forms of aerial vision such 
as that illustrated by Lindbergh and her emerging environmental consciousness, 
which Woolf was aware of. Even in the preludes of The Years, the “universalizing” 
focus on the weather, nature, and objects, which Evans asserts causes “people [to] 
disappear,”391 can also be read as allowing non-human elements to emerge, 
thereby presenting another perspective to the anthropocentrism of the main 	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narrative occupied by the Pargiters. By introducing this conflicting perspective of 
the aerial viewpoint, Woolf is subtly yet effectively critiquing the desire for 
conclusive interpretation, which is also in line with her “decision to avoid explicit 
critique [of tyranny] in The Years.”392 It is worth noting here that Woolf’s decision to 
avoid propaganda in The Years contrasts sharply with Wells’s authoritarian 
approach in advocating his ideas for a world government. By avoiding propaganda, 
Woolf moves away from the aggressive style of advocacy taken by militarists and 
nationalists in asserting their views on aviation and war. 
Paul K. Saint-Amour also reads the aeroplane mainly in terms of its destructive 
capacity for bombing in his study of (interwar) modernist texts. He argues that the 
panoptic gaze of the narrator enabled by the skywriting aeroplane in Mrs. Dalloway 
is “the gaze of total war,”393 but he also notes that it is at the same time 
“paradoxically, the opposite,” being also a gaze that connects the characters, 
places, and things “in order to point up the fragility of their interdependence.”394 
However, he then argues that in doing so, “Woolf’s novel […] attempts to capture 
the logic of total war for redeployment in a deeply pacifist agenda,”395 thus placing 
greater significance on the aeroplane’s World War I bombing connotations. 
Similarly, Leo Mellor reads “aeriality” in Woolf’s other works—namely Between the 
Acts, ‘Flying over London’, ‘The Death of the Moth’ (1940) and ‘Thoughts on Peace 
in an Air Raid’—specifically within the context of the British fear of the bomber. 
Mellor argues that the “manipulation of the narrative viewpoint,” which is when 
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aeriality, or the “hawk’s-eye view”, emerges, “expla[ins] and accentuat[es] that 
fear.”396 While Mellor and Saint-Amour are of course justified in seeing the 
aeroplane in terms of its military role, as I will demonstrate in this chapter, this is 
not the only lens through which the aeroplane in Woolf’s texts can be read. 
Similarly, in her study of aviation in Woolf’s texts, Gillian Beer notes the allusion to 
war that the skywriting aeroplane makes, but in contrast to Saint-Amour, concludes 
that its frivolous and playful figure suggests “the reassuring triviality of peace after 
the war.”397 Beer traces Woolf’s representations of the aeroplane, arguing that the 
image changes in her later works to become more menacing as it reminds readers 
of the permeability of the island’s boundaries as well as the approaching Second 
World War in Between the Acts (1941). While Beer highlights the changing images 
of the aeroplane, she does not acknowledge its capacity to bear multiple 
significations simultaneously as a sign of the flying machine’s immense potential: 
the skywriting aeroplane in Mrs. Dalloway is, as I will show, much more complex 
than its seemingly harmless depiction as a “skater,” “or a dancer.”398 
Breaking away from these critics’ readings is Erica Delsandro’s study of Woolf’s 
use of the aerial view in ‘Flying over London’. Quoting Anne Herrmann who points 
out that, “On the one hand, the airplane signifies the possibility of a radical 
elsewhere; on the other hand, that elsewhere is saturated with prior formations,”399 
Delsandro notes the tension between the liberating quality that the aeroplane 	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offers—its capacity to “queer” conventional views—and the attendant dominant 
discourses by which those resultant views are shaped.400 She thus acknowledges 
the purposeful ambiguity of the image of the aeroplane that, as I argue, is 
frequently overlooked by critics focusing too much on its military function. This 
chapter will extend this argument by outlining the ways in which Woolf incorporated 
the panopticism of the aerial view into her writing to highlight the beauty of nature 
alongside the narratives of her characters. 
As I trace the parallels between Lindbergh’s North to the Orient and Woolf’s later 
texts, including The Years and Between the Acts, I am also shedding more light on 
what John Whittier-Ferguson calls the “wholesale change of approach between 
The Waves and The Years.” Whitter-Ferguson argues that this change which 
includes “deliberately marr[ing prose with] repetition, misplaced rhyme, and broken 
rhythms,”401 was shaped by the coming of World War II, conveying a sense of 
“failure of historical progress,”402 when seen in connection to the preceding World 
War. This chapter contributes to this discussion concerning the shift in Woolf’s 
writing by showing how her reading of North to the Orient would have further 
encouraged her to find ways in which to undermine militarism, such as using the 
aeroplane’s aerial view to depict an interconnected world rather than using it to 
conquer and destroy the world below. Of course, in acknowledging the shift in her 
writing, I am not proposing that Woolf was going against her earlier output by 	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becoming more politically engaged in her later texts. As Alice Wood points out, 
“throughout her career,” Woolf was a “feminist and modernist [who] sought to 
overhaul both the aesthetic conventions and the implicit patriarchal values of 
masculine high literary culture.”403 Instead, as this chapter contends, Woolf 
consistently found new ways in which to express her modernist and feminist 
ideals—one of them being the use of the panoptic aerial view that Lindbergh also 
uses in North to the Orient. 
Besides filling in the critical gap concerning aviation in Woolf’s texts by exploring 
the aeroplane’s non-military uses, this chapter also contributes to recent debate 
concerning Woolf’s understanding of the natural world. Christina Alt’s research on 
Woolf’s perspective of nature, for example, attempts to provide a clearer picture of 
Woolf’s views of nature by “[considering] the study of nature as it was practised in 
her lifetime,” thus exploring Woolf’s texts within the context of “contemporary 
developments in the life sciences.”404 Holly Henry’s study on Woolf and the 
discourse of science, in contrast, focuses on Woolf’s “personal and intense 
fascination with cosmology” to delineate the formulation of her “global 
aesthetics.”405 This chapter will add to the discussion by studying how her 
perception of aviation, particularly her reading of Lindbergh’s North to the Orient 
helped shape her depiction of nature in The Years and Between the Acts as 
including other beings and species in existence alongside the human characters, 
thereby undercutting anthropocentrism in her texts. 	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3. Woolf’s Response to Airmindedness 
Mrs. Dalloway (1925) 
On 10th October 1918, an Irish mail boat was “torpedoed and sunk,” causing the 
loss of 450 lives.406 The Times, owned by the war propagandist Lord Northcliffe,407 
gave this incident full coverage over the next two days, exploiting the chance to 
propagate “belligerent anti-German views” by declaring the incident as the “first 
real blow from German Barbarity.”408 Woolf is known to have been opposed to 
Northcliffe and his use of the media for war propaganda and she accordingly 
criticized the reportage and wrote in her diary: “The Northcliffe papers do all they 
can to insist upon the indispensability & delight of war. They magnify our victories 
to make our mouths water for more; they shout with joy when the Germans sink the 
Irish mail.”409 She was fully aware of the propagandist nature of the Northcliffe 
papers, pointing out the way in which they glorified war to shape public perception. 
Her criticism made its way into the skywriting passage in Mrs. Dalloway, where an 
aeroplane appears above London and generates smoke letters presumably as part 
of an advertising campaign, capturing the attention of the crowd below. In the midst 
of writing the novel, Woolf refers to “the aeroplane chapter”410 in her diary as she 
plans her writing schedule, and when she revises the draft some months after, she 
writes of her difficulty in rewriting the beginning, “where the aeroplane has it all to 
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itself for some pages.”411 These diary entries suggest the centrality of the 
aeroplane to the passage and to the text as a whole. One of the difficulties that 
Woolf faced in writing this passage must have been how to portray as well as 
subtly critique airmindedness. Yet she manages to do it concisely in one direct, 
boundary-breaking sentence: as the aeroplane appears in the London sky, the 
texts states that, “Everyone looked up.”412 While it indicates the aeroplane’s 
capacity to flatten social hierarchies and introduce a sense of communality (what 
Kirsty Martin refers to as a shared “energy”413—a “sympathetic exchange”414 that 
can occur between people) by engaging the characters’ attention, this indication is 
nevertheless juxtaposed with the fact that this aeroplane is also a vehicle for 
advertising, “writing a T, and O, an F.”415 Although this is not an explicit form of 
propaganda, it nevertheless alludes to the aeroplane’s capacity to propagate 
ideologies, which was vigorously exploited in the years leading up to the Great 
War. The fact that everyone is looking up and remains doing so as they attempt to 
read the letters suggests how strong the influence of the media was in nurturing 
the airminded mentality.  
Interestingly, the Londoners’ focus on the skywriting aeroplane bears resemblance 
to an incident reported in the newspapers during the 1913 wave of phantom airship 
appearances. A report in the Western Times on 10th March 1913 states, “An airship 
hoax has been worked on a London crowd”: 
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A Smithfield porter, realizing how little a thing will attract a crowd, stood for a 
few seconds looking intently up into the sky. Gradually his example was 
followed by others, and when he declared that he both saw and heard an 
airship above Farringdon-street, they agreed… When he had collected a 
great crowd the porter quietly disappeared, well satisfied with his test of the 
credulity of the people.416 
Whether or not Woolf was aware of this incident, the similarity with the skywriting 
passage in Mrs. Dalloway in the notion of the aeroplane’s power in seizing the 
public’s attention is striking. The failure of the seemingly playful and frivolous 
aeroplane to produce legible letters and words of its advertisement, and in the case 
of the airship hoax, the porter’s success in tricking members of the public, seem to 
mock those who blindly follow, or unquestioningly let themselves be subjected to 
dominant ideologies. One such character in Mrs. Dalloway that seems to exhibit 
the effects of airmindedness is Mr. Bentley, who sees the aeroplane as a “symbol 
[…] of man’s soul; of his determination […] to get outside his body, beyond his 
house, by means of thought, Einstein, speculation, mathematics, the Mendelian 
theory—away the aeroplane shot.”417 His thoughts are a reflection of aviation 
enthusiasts’ insistence that the aeroplane is a symbol of technological progress, 
connoting the triumph of the human will. However, this notion of human mastery is 
instantly undercut as the figure of the aeroplane ultimately escapes Bentley’s 
deductions—“away the aeroplane shot”—like a punctuation mark signaling the 
reductiveness of perceptions of flight that see it purely as an extension of human 
power. As the aeroplane flies away and becomes viewed through other characters’ 	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eyes, the text suggests that there are other ways of viewing the aeroplane besides 
being a symbol of human superiority. 
The elusiveness of the aeroplane is underscored further in its generation of the 
smoke letters that the people below attempt to decipher. Interestingly, the smoke 
letters bear resemblance to the Futurist F.T. Marinetti’s concept of “words-in-
freedom” in which he “emancipates letters and words from pure literary functions 
[transforming] them into visual shapes [and exploiting] alliteration and 
onomatopoeia to produce imagistic, expressive, and acoustic verbal-visual 
arrangements.”418 In the skywriting passage, the fleeting appearance of the smoke 
letters suggests a similar sense of freedom from being tied down and their acoustic 
elements are emphasized by the various observers such as the nursemaid who 
pronounces the letters out loud. However, while Marinetti’s concept of liberating 
words is connected to a futurist (and fascist) desire for power, the freeing of the 
letters in Woolf’s case connotes a contrasting notion of human powerlessness to 
hold on to the elusive nature of beauty. As a reflection of the elusive nature of the 
aeroplane itself, the smoke letters seem to contribute to the “beauty, this exquisite 
beauty” that Septimus Smith perceives.419 In a similar fashion, in August 1924, 
Woolf writes in her diary that she was struck by the “sheer beauty” of the 
landscape that passed her as they drove back home from Charleston: “beauty 
abounding & superabounding, so that one almost resents it, not being capable of 
catching it all, & holding it all at the moment.”420 Here, Woolf appreciates that it is 
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the fleeting nature of beauty that makes life “immensely interesting.”421 Her 
appreciation for the elusiveness of beauty in life, or what Lorraine Sim calls her 
“resistance to closed conceptual systems,”422 is a consistent theme in her writings. 
For example, in her letter to Gerald Brenan in 1922, she writes how, “life has to be 
sloughed: has to be faced: to be rejected; then accepted on new terms with 
rapture,”423 and in another letter to Jacques Raverat the year after, she writes 
about her “sense of the transitoriness of existence.”424 If life for Woolf was ever 
elusive, then her writings needed to express that quality. In the case of Mrs. 
Dalloway, the elusive quality of the smoke letters does exactly this while also 
challenging ideas of human superiority (due to technological achievements). 
Here, I would like to underscore the notion of the elusive aeroplane as almost 
another living being in the passage as this idea undermines perceptions of the 
aeroplane that reduce it to a controllable machine or a mere instrument, which in 
turn characterises human beings as the masters of, or superior to, it. Even if the 
skywriting aeroplane is being used for advertising, it nevertheless appears 
“unguided [as if it] sped of its own free will,”425 which suggests that there is an 
aspect to the aeroplane that cannot be known or controlled by man. The view of 
the aeroplane as another living being is in line with the posthumanist trend in 
recent studies (particularly those using ecocriticism)426 of Woolf that “radically 
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destabilises humanist pretensions to superiority over other forms of life.”427 While 
the aeroplane is, of course, a non-living being, this passage nevertheless portrays 
it otherwise. This depiction, I argue, effectively decenters the human characters 
and undermines any perception of superiority that man may hold. Benjamin D. 
Hagen also argues against seeing the aeroplane in this passage exclusively in 
terms of its functionality as he points out that this precludes the aeroplane from 
being a figure that also “wants” in addition to “doing” or performing as a narrative 
device.428 In this case, it appears that the seemingly willful aeroplane demands to 
be considered as another character in the passage.  
This decentering of the human characters leads us to the title character, Clarissa 
Dalloway, whose identity is shown to be in a constant state of flux as she prepares 
for her party that occurs at the end of the novel. If man is no longer the center or 
the “subject” of the universe as the aeroplane scene indicates, then, according to 
R.L. Rutsky, man’s identity must be “unsecured” and can no longer be a “fixed 
entity.”429 The fluidity of Clarissa’s identity is clearly shown when she observes the 
omnibuses and taxicabs in Piccadilly, thinking, “She felt very young; at the same 
time unspeakably aged […] She had a perpetual sense, as she watched the 
taxicabs, of being out, out far out to sea and alone […] she would not say of 
herself, I am this, I am that.”430 Watching the movement of the taxicabs and 
omnibuses that seem to reflect the movements of her various thoughts, Clarissa 	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becomes transported to different points in time and space: she feels both young 
and old, and she is both in the city surrounded by people and isolated at sea. 
Andrew Thacker points out the centrality of movement to Woolf’s writing, arguing 
that she “embraces movement as the essence of modern life,” and uses transport 
technologies to “plunge into the hidden psychological lives of her characters.”431 In 
doing so, Woolf reveals the inherent fluidity of human identity that resists such 
single, fixed roles as master or servant; husband or wife. Clarissa herself seems to 
find it hard to reconcile her identity as Clarissa with her identity as a wife—as Mrs. 
Richard Dalloway, feeling “only this astonishing and rather solemn progress with 
the rest of them, up Bond Street, this being Mrs. Dalloway; not even Clarissa any 
more; this being Mrs. Richard Dalloway.”432 As Shannon Forbes points out, even 
though Clarissa does try to perform and embody the role of Mrs. Richard Dalloway, 
it only “results in emptiness, a lack of fulfillment, and ironically, virtually no self at 
all.”433 By illustrating the futility in fixing and securing Clarissa’s identity, Woolf 
highlights the fundamental fluidity of the self that resists definition.  
By portraying the skywriting plane as elusive and hinting at the idea of it as another 
living being in Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf thus undermines the notion of human 
superiority through technological progress, which is illustrated through Bentley’s 
perception of the aeroplane as a symbol of human achievement. The seeming 
willfulness of the aeroplane decenters the human characters, allowing Woolf to 
highlight the inherent fluidity of human—particularly Clarissa’s—identity. As I will 	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demonstrate, in Woolf’s later texts she elaborates on the fluid, decentered human 
identity by unfixing the conventional narrative form to widen the focus of her texts 
and highlight the presence of nature alongside her human characters. I point out 
how the expansion of the form of her later novels imitates Lindbergh’s use of the 
wide, all-encompassing aerial view in North to the Orient as a way of depicting a 
fuller picture of life. 
‘Flying over London’ (1928) 
Woolf’s criticism of the airminded mentality and the attendant notion of human 
superiority continues in ‘Flying over London’, where she challenges the notion of 
the aviator as a national hero. In the essay, the narrator imagines going on a short 
flight above London as a passenger and details the experience of the aerial view of 
the city and the sensations of flying. In the narrator’s eyes, the pilot, Flight-
Lieutenant Hopgood, turns into a menacing cyborgian figure, one that Patrick Deer 
describes as a “hybrid between man and plane,”434 when the narrator describes 
him as having “an ugly face, with high cheek bones, and little deep sunk eyes, and 
all down one cheek was a crease where he had been cut and attached together. 
Perhaps he weighed fifteen stone; he was oak limbed and angular.”435 Note that 
Hopgood in this portrayal has been “cut and attached together” like a machine in 
order to produce an image of the aviator as hero. It is a ghastly depiction, 
highlighted by the detailed, graphic language describing his threatening features. 
Hopgood’s transformation bears resemblance to Futurist ideals of the merging 
between man and machine as a way of elevating the status of the former—an idea 	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also endorsed by Italian Fascism. Of the ties between Fascism and Futurism, 
Christine Poggi observes that Futurist aeropittura (aerial paintings) demonstrates a 
“commingling of Futurist and Fascist symbols […] which often linked aviation both 
to thrilling sensations of speed and power and mystical transcendence.”436 
Although aeropaintings came to prominence in the late 1920s, they are 
nevertheless illustrative of the close ties between Futurism and Fascism. An 
example of an aeropainting, Tulio Crali’s Bombardamento Urbano (1935), which 
can be found in the Introduction to this thesis, clearly positions the aeroplane high 
above the rest of the world, indicating the superior position of aviators. In 
‘Multiplied Man and the Reign of the Machine’ (1911), Marinetti declares that, “we 
believe in the possibility of an incalculable number of human transformations, and 
we declare without a smile that wings are waiting to be awakened within the flesh 
of man.”437 He envisions that in the fusion of man and machine, “it will be possible 
for man to externalize his will in such a way that it is prolonged beyond himself like 
an immense, invisible arm,”438 thus reinforcing the notion of human mastery over 
other beings. 
This notion of human mastery is underscored when the narrator notes that 
Hopgood only has to give “a touch on the lever”439 to direct the aircraft’s path. The 
portrayal bears resemblance to a newspaper report of Grahame-White’s operation 
of an aeroplane in flight: The Manchester Guardian on 16 August, 1910 published 
an article on ‘Flying with Grahame-White: Impressions of a Passenger’, in which 	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the writer notes that “it is rather satisfying to be able to sit up there and watch every 
flicker of your pilot’s fingers among the little taps, switches… and it gives the 
comforting idea […] that nothing much can happen amiss if you only see all that is 
going on.”440 In the writer’s attempt to convince readers of the safety of flight, he 
elevates the status of the pilot by emphasizing his expertise and skill. In Woolf’s 
essay, the horrifying transformation of Hopgood hints at how subscribing to the 
notion of aviator as hero and superior being can lead dangerously into 
totalitarianism—the underlying basis of which is the illusion of human mastery. As 
the narrator tries to get a closer look at “a spot down there,” suddenly, “Hopgood 
touched another lever and we rose again like a spirit shaking contamination from 
its wings, shaking gasometers and factories and football fields from its feet.”441 The 
description of Hopgood here elevates his status to a superior being as he appears 
to distance himself from the human world by rising above it. His illustration of 
power is suggested when he takes away the narrator’s ability to figure out what the 
“spot” below is. 
But the performance of human mastery is undermined in the middle of the essay. 
The narrator suddenly exclaims: “It was the idea of death that now suggested itself; 
not being received and welcomed; not immortality but extinction. For the clouds 
above were black.”442 The description of flight as death echoes Woolf’s description 
of watching her sister Vanessa’s plane take off to Paris from Croydon in November 
1933.443 Just as the clouds in the essay “were black,” she likens Vanessa’s 
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aeroplane to “a black mark in the sky.”444 In Herbert Marder’s discussion of Woolf’s 
diary entry, he comments that the aeroplane “impressed her with its ominous 
dissociative power […] Watching it diminish and slowly melt into space, carrying 
Vanessa and Quentin remorselessly away, confirmed her own sense of 
remoteness.”445 I would add that furthermore, the vanishing of the aeroplane 
highlights a sense of unknowability or her own powerlessness in the situation, 
which strikes a parallel with the elusive and seemingly willful aeroplane in Mrs. 
Dalloway. When the narrator in ‘Flying over London’ notes that “not immortality but 
extinction” is the aeroplane’s significance, she seems to imply the powerlessness 
of humans in the air, without shelter to turn to and solid ground to stand on. As they 
approach the black clouds, they also helplessly face the chance of death. 
Hopgood’s subsequent transformation into Charon, who in Greek myth is “the 
ferryman who conveyed the dead across the river Styx to their final resting-place in 
the Underworld,”446 reinforces the association of the aeroplane with death, the 
unknown, and the limits of human capabilities. Hence, the belief that humans have 
achieved a position of power over the rest of the world, suggesting also a kind of 
“immortality” as the most advanced species, is ultimately undermined in the air. 
Similar to the decentering of the human characters in Mrs. Dalloway, towards the 
end of the essay, the narrator abandons her “anthropocentric mind”447 and adopts 
a decentered—hence, open—perspective, which emerges in her description of 
“fleeciness, substance, and colour; all the colours of pounded plums and dolphins 
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and blankets and seas and rain clouds crushed together.”448 The joining together of 
“all the colours” into one sentence using the conjunction “and” distributes the focus 
of the sentence equally amongst the different colored items so that none is allowed 
to dominate. As I will show in the following section, Woolf elaborates on this 
egalitarian aspect of the aerial view after her reading of Lindbergh’s North to the 
Orient, which counters the autocratic perspective of aviation promoted by the 
military by portraying a more peaceful, constructive side to aviation. 
4. Aviation Beyond the Military 
Civil and General Aviation 
Although relatively small compared to its military counterpart, civil aviation 
nevertheless persisted in its development, which shows that non-military forms of 
flight that could benefit the economy did have significant support. Accordingly, a 
newspaper article in 1911 forecasting developments in aviation in the next year 
was enthusiastic about the future of civil aviation, stating that, “although more than 
50 per cent of the pupils now learning to fly are military and naval officers, [the] 
number of civilian pupils does not decline.”449 The support for civil aviation 
continued into the next decade: in 1927 a supporter of civil aviation, Sir Alan 
Cobham urged the ridding in “people’s minds [of] the idea of military flying—the 
thought that flying meant somebody being shot down in flames. There was the 
same difference between military and civil flying as between a submarine on active 
service and a liner crossing the Atlantic in peace.”450 Interestingly, Virginia and 	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Leonard both went to watch Sir Alan Cobham give a flight demonstration in August 
1933.451 While Woolf only briefly notes this event in her diary, their attendance is 
nevertheless suggestive of the fact that despite the use of the aeroplane by 
nationalists and militarists, Woolf was not opposed to the idea of flight itself and 
was likely even interested in its possibilities. 
These non-military forms of flight, including survey flights like the ones that Charles 
and Anne Morrow Lindbergh conducted, did not exploit the aeroplane’s potential 
for destruction, nor did they perpetuate the image of the aviator as hero. In fact, 
private accounts of flight quite often counter the glamourous image of flight that 
was presented in the media. Commenting on Charles Lindbergh’s historic 1927 
transatlantic flight from the United States to France, David Pascoe notes that for 
those who witnessed Lindbergh’s landing, more of their attention was paid to the 
aeroplane rather than the pilot: “the flight was not the heroic lone success of a 
single daring individual, but the climax of the co-operative effort of an elaborately 
connected set of technologies,”452 and this equal partnership between the pilot and 
the aeroplane is also implied in the title of Charles Lindbergh’s autobiography, WE 
(1927). This almost intimate relationship between aviator and aircraft is reiterated 
by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry when he explains what it feels like during take-off: 
“Moment by moment, as [the plane] gathers speed, [the pilot] feels the seaplane 
charging itself with power […] The pilot tightens his grip on the controls, and 
gradually, into his empty palms, he receives that power as a gift.”453 There is a 
deep sense of co-operation, respect, and appreciation between man and machine 
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that can be detected in his description that illustrates the uniqueness of the 
relationship between pilot and aeroplane. The unique relationship between pilot 
and aeroplane is also reiterated in Amelia Earhart’s own memoir, The Fun of It 
(1932), when she recollects, “I didn’t bother much about food for myself. The really 
important thing was fuel for the engine.”454 Anne Morrow Lindbergh elaborates on 
this notion of a partnership between the pilot and the aeroplane in North to the 
Orient, stating how “[flying] rests, firmly supported, on a structure of laws, rules, 
principles—laws to which plane and man alike must conform. Rules of 
construction, of performance, of equipment, for one; rules of training, health, 
experience, skill, and judgment for the other.”455 
Woolf’s Encounter with Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s North to the Orient (1935) 
As Mrs. Dalloway has shown, Woolf herself similarly portrayed the aeroplane not 
as a mere machine, but almost as another living being. While the parallels that can 
be found between Woolf’s and Lindbergh’s writings may seem coincidental, further 
research suggests that there existed mutual admiration between the two women, 
and it is therefore likely that reading North to the Orient further convinced Woolf of 
aviation’s potential to develop in a more peaceful and constructive manner. 
Lindbergh, an avid reader, had admired Woolf’s works since she was younger, as 
her diary entries and letters to friends show: in her record of a dinner meeting with 
Harold Nicolson in January 1933, she recalls their talk concerning Woolf, listing “To 
the Lighthouse, The Waves, Orlando, A Room of One’s Own,” as some of the 
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works that they discussed456; and upon finishing Mrs. Dalloway, she describes it as 
simply “perfect.”457 For Lindbergh, reading Woolf’s works is akin to flying and to 
conversations with close friends, which to her make life “suddenly visible, clear and 
sharp and bright.”458 While there is no shortage of her praise for Woolf, Lindbergh 
also occasionally criticizes some of the works, writing that while she was “excited 
by The Waves,” and that “it really cuts through to reality at points,” she also 
“hate[d] those labored in-between descriptive passages of the sun’s rays and birds 
cheeping, etc.”459 Nevertheless, her criticisms only further reveal the depth of her 
appreciation of Woolf’s writing as well as literature in general. Her letters to her 
secretary “Monte”, Margaret Bartlett “Monte” Millar, for instance, show how 
opinionated she was about a wide range of writers, from the eminent Russian 
novelist Leo Tolstoy—who she thought writes “singly”—to the more contemporary 
Australian female writer, Henry Handel Richardson.460 
Considering Woolf’s earlier diary entry that reveals her fear of flying, Lindbergh’s 
decision to assist her husband as co-pilot in an unprecedented journey must have 
appeared to Woolf to be a brave step into the world of the unknown, literally where 
no other human has gone. So, as much as Lindbergh admired Woolf, the feeling 
would have most certainly been reciprocated. In fact, Woolf’s diary entry on 29th 
August 1935 reveals that North to the Orient had in fact made quite an impression 
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on her, as she confesses that it “Woke my insensate obsession—to write P&P,”461  
which was one of the previous titles of Woolf’s anti-war pamphlet, Three Guineas, 
that had originally been part of the “Essay-Novel” that was later to become The 
Years. Woolf must have sensed some connections between North to the Orient 
and her own thoughts in what was to become Three Guineas, as a few days later 
on 5th September she writes: “I was also in a stew about war & patriotism last night. 
And when it comes to thinking about my country! Thank God, John Bailey’s life is 
out, & I shall seek consolation there. And write about Mrs Lindbergh?”462 Although 
no such writing has been found during my research, this diary entry nevertheless 
reveals a sense of affinity with the sentiments Lindbergh records in her own work 
of being unacknowledged as an aviator in her own right. For Woolf, excluding or 
neglecting to acknowledge the value of outsider opinions is what helps to fuel the 
patriarchal ideals behind war and patriotism: in Three Guineas, she asserts the 
importance of the outsider figure, who maintains “freedom from unreal loyalties, 
that freedom from interested motives which are at present assured them by the 
State,”463 and it is this quality that allows them to be able to effectively criticize the 
“opinions of men.”464 In North to the Orient, Lindbergh describes her experience as 
an outsider figure well and reveals the struggles inherent in the position:  
I feel depressed, as I generally do when women reporters ask me 
conventionally feminine questions… I feel slightly insulted. Over in the 
corner my husband is being asked vital masculine questions, clean-cut 
steely technicalities or broad abstraction. But I am asked about clothes and 	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lunch boxes. Still, if I were asked about steely technicalities or broad 
abstractions, I would not be able to answer, so perhaps I do not deserve 
anything better.465 
What is refreshing about North to the Orient is that the account of the journey is 
written not by the pilot, as many accounts of flight are, but by a female co-pilot. 
Anne’s position as a woman, a co-pilot, and a wife, all bring to bear on her 
experience as the passage above suggests. The contradiction between not 
wanting to be asked “conventionally feminine questions” nor “masculine questions 
[about] steely technicalities” highlights her estranged position in the field of aviation 
that has primarily been developed and occupied by men. It appears that other than 
proving oneself to be as useful as one’s male counterparts in the air during war 
time like the Russian women bombers, a woman had no clear place in aviation. In 
Britain, women’s access to airspace was even more limited than in the U.S. as civil 
aviation was under the Air Ministry’s control, which, being a branch of the armed 
services, prioritized military over private flying. As Liz Millward shows in her study 
on women in British aviation in the early twentieth century, the military connections 
to civil aviation “redoubled the difficulty that women had in carving out a place in 
airspace,” mainly because private flying was dominated by light aeroplane clubs, 
which had to “present a case for themselves based on their utility in time of war,” 
as they “struggled for state funding in order to survive.”466  
Woolf must have noted Lindbergh’s frustration with being asked about her 
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“clothes”467 as it presents a sharp contrast to the military pilots and soldiers who 
placed great pride in their uniform. In Three Guineas, Woolf includes a photograph 
of Major Emil Fey smiling wearing his ornate military uniform468 in order to illustrate 
the “splendour of [male] public attire,”469 and criticizes how such “sartorial 
splendour” “is invented partly […] to introduce young men to become soldiers.”470 
Woolf argues that by “emphasiz[ing] their supriority over other people [through] 
dressing differently,”471 these men are inciting “competition and jealousy,” which 
she points out are emotions that “encourag[e] a disposition towards war.”472 
Lindbergh thus presents a refreshing view of flyers who are concerned not with 
their clothing or with illustrating their superiority over others, but with flying itself 
and what one can learn about the world from it. A large portion of North to the 
Orient is, for instance, dedicated to appreciating the aerial view of nature. On the 
subject of rivers, Lindbergh reflects their powerful presence, stating that “man’s 
gleaming cement roads which he has built with such care look fragile” in 
comparison to rivers that “have carved their way over the earth’s face for 
centuries.”473 The focus in Lindbergh’s account of their journey, then, is not on 
them and their ability and skill to fly, but on the natural world and what flying has 
taught them about it. Interestingly, in Three Guineas, Woolf calls her standpoint, 
including her view of the photograph, her “bird’s-eye view of the outside of things,” 
which she states “serves to remind us that there are many inner and secret 
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chambers that we cannot enter.”474 As I will show in my reading of North to the 
Orient, Lindbergh also finds the aerial view useful for the way in which it reveals 
new things about the world below, and I argue that Woolf’s later works also use the 
aerial view to widen the focus of the narratives, thereby creating a fuller picture of 
the characters’ worlds. 
As Wood states, “During 1931-41 the canonization of modernism confronted Woolf 
with her profound fear of fixity and stasis and of no longer being free to set out on a 
new path of her own.”475 She argues that Woolf’s cultural criticism in her late 
writings was a response to this fear and was “shaped by a lifelong experimental 
impulse.”476 Largely due to this fear and impulse, “Woolf’s last three works all adopt 
a well-known literary sub-genre—the family chronicle (The Years), the public letter 
(Three Guineas), the country-house novel (Between the Acts)—and subvert it to 
achieve modernist and feminist goals.”477 Lindbergh’s North to the Orient, then, 
would have been particularly appealing to Woolf as it presented her with another 
individual who was trying to carve out her own identity as a female aviator instead 
of being fixed in the public eye merely as Charles Lindbergh’s wife. Anne’s 
frustration at the irrelevant questions being given to her by the reporters—“What 
could I say that would have any significance? All the important questions about the 
trip will be answered by my husband”478—reveals the silencing of her identity as an 
aviator in her own right. Her frustration would have struck a chord with Woolf who 
in Three Guineas argues against the patriarchal usurpation of women’s identities: 
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“[…] it seems both wrong for us rationally and impossible for us emotionally to fill 
up your form and join your society. For by doing so we should merge our identity in 
yours.”479 
The sense of affinity between the two women writers becomes more apparent once 
we consider Woolf’s preoccupation in Three Guineas with her idea of an Outsiders 
Society—a group of people finding themselves, like Lindbergh, unable to identify 
with the predominant attitudes, which in Woolf’s case were those of patriotism and 
pro-war beliefs. (For Lindbergh, even though she felt ostracized when reporters did 
not ask her questions directly related to flight, she also admits to feeling 
uncomfortable when, on their stop at Ottawa, she was sat next to “one of the 
foremost experts on radio in the country”480 and was expected to converse fluently 
with him on account of her experience—limited as it was—as an operator on their 
flight. This incident further illustrates the lack of a clear place for women and their 
ideas in the field of aviation.) In Woolf’s notes for Three Guineas, there are several 
newspaper cuttings and articles that she collected regarding the marginalized 
positions of women as well as the gender bias that existed within several 
professional fields, which suggests that her reading of Lindbergh’s own struggles 
for acknowledgment as an aviator must have struck a deep chord. For instance, in 
a letter Woolf kept with her notes, written by Walter Bagehot in response to Emily 
Davies’ inquiry about the admittance of women into Girton College, Bagehot writes 
that he has “doubts as to the likelihood of [women] succeeding in business as 
capitalists,” as he is “sure the nerves of most women would break down under the 
anxiety” due to their lack of “disciplined reticence necessary to every sort of co-	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operation.”481 Another excerpt taken from Bertrand Russell’s The Scientific Outlook 
(1931) contained in Woolf’s notes suggests that she was also concerned about the 
impact that marginalization of outsider opinion can have on various professional 
fields. In the passage that Woolf kept, Russell argues that, “The views of medical 
men on pregnancy, child-birth, and lactation were until fairly recently impregnated 
with sadism.”482 As an example, he illustrates that, “it required […] more evidence 
to persuade [men in the medical profession] that anaesthetics may be used in 
child-birth that it would have required to persuade them of the opposite,”483 thus 
asserting the need for those in the male-dominated medical profession to seek and 
acknowledge women’s views on such matters. 
Lindbergh, then, represented a kind of antidote to this problem of “lop-
sidedness”484 by showing how her outsider status can helpfully critique the 
conditions within the field of aviation. For example, while the majority of accounts 
of flight that focus on the technicalities of their journey—much like her own 
husband’s account, WE (1927), is—may be useful for gaining more technical 
knowledge, they rarely say much about the impact their journeys may have on 
society, culture, the environment, or international relations—all of which North to 
the Orient addresses. Lindbergh, for instance, writes of their short stop in Russia 
during their journey: “Certainly I have no modern answer to give when I am asked 
[…], ‘I hear you’ve been to Russia—what did you think of it?’ / I can only protest 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
481 Special Collections, University of Sussex, Brighton, Notes & Cuttings, ‘Bagehot on 
Girton’, Monks House Papers, SxMS-18, Box 86, Folder B16f1. 
482 Special Collections, University of Sussex, Brighton, Notes & Cuttings, ‘Medical Men and 
Sadism’, Monks House Papers, SxMS-18, Box 86, Folder B16f1. 
483 Ibid. 484	  ‘Lop-sidedness of Science’, The Times, 12 Feb 1936, p.4. Article viewed in Special 
Collections, University of Sussex, Brighton, Notes & Cuttings, ‘Huxley on need for whole 
life’, Monks House Papers, SxMS-18, Box 86, Folder B16f2.	  
	   161	  
childly, ‘It isn’t It; it’s Them, and I like them.”485 Her retort highlights the 
reductiveness of accounts that are too focused on the technicalities of the journey 
where Russia may just be another area in a geographical map. In addition to this, 
her response also criticizes anti-Communist sentiments running rampant in the 
country, which overshadow the other qualities that Russia bears. To Lindbergh, 
Russia is much more than its location and politics—it is a different culture inhabited 
by different people from which one can learn, and this refreshing perspective of 
travel is what Lindbergh as an outsider can bring to the field of aviation. If, as her 
collection of newspaper cuttings and excerpts suggests, Woolf was concerned 
about the marginalization of certain groups of people within professional fields such 
as medicine and science, then reading Lindbergh’s refreshing and constructive 
perspective of aviation from the standpoint of an outsider would have given her 
more incentive to support and write about the value of the outsider perspective in 
Three Guineas.  
Notably, Woolf also kept a December 1935 article titled ‘Woman Flier’s Record: 
Miss Gower a First Class Navigator: Only Woman to Hold Certificate.’486 Pauline 
Gower, along with her friend Dorothy Spicer, had also formed the company, Air 
Trips Ltd. “Realising that there might be prejudice against the employment of 
women—particularly young girls—they employed themselves,” the article 
reports.487 After having gained the necessary certificates to operate and fly planes, 
which they bought themselves, they started taking passengers on flights, and, 
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“Now they own two ‘planes and a flourishing taxi business.”488 Gower and Spicer’s 
proactive response to the lack of space for women in employment must have 
reminded Woolf of Lindbergh’s own endeavours to gain recognition for her abilities. 
It would have also made Woolf aware of the opportunities that flying was offering 
women that other long-established technical fields may not have been doing, thus 
showing her another positive aspect of aviation. As Millward points out, what was 
notable about the airminded mentality—despite the nationalist propaganda behind 
it—was that it affected women as much as it did men. “Women embraced both 
airmindedness and airspace,” Millward states in Women in British Imperial 
Airspace, and explains that much of this is due to the “discourses of airmindedness 
[which] promulgated the idea that airspace was gender neutral.”489 As illustrated by 
Gower and Spicer, there were indeed women who made use of and benefited from 
the idea of airspace gender neutrality, and this alternative, more productive, image 
of aviation would have been something that Woolf welcomed. 
Lindbergh, then, can be seen as a figure that responded to many of Woolf’s 
contemporary concerns such as the military appropriation of aviation, gender bias 
in male-dominated professions, and the marginalization of minority voices, which 
can be detected in the articles and excerpts she kept as notes for Three Guineas. 
In what follows, I trace the similarities between Lindbergh’s ideas of the panoptic 
aerial view and Woolf’s uses of it in her writing to propose that reading North to the 
Orient encouraged Woolf to pursue and develop her increasingly global, all-
encompassing outlook that effectively undermines the reductiveness and 
limitedness inherent within fascist, militarist, nationalist, patriarchal views. 	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Lindbergh, I contend, must have played some role in convincing Woolf to “[work] 
against fascism in her own way and on her own terms.”490 Woolf does this, Wood 
states, without resorting to “sentimentaliz[ing], homogenizing” British culture, which 
was what the anti-fascist group Woolf was associated with, For Intellectual Liberty, 
did in their campaign letters. Instead, Woolf develops a “more global vision”491 in 
The Years and Between the Acts that is similar to the global outlook that Lindbergh 
portrays in North to the Orient as a way of critiquing restrictive and reductive views 
on human nature and society. 
5. The Panoptic Aerial View in Lindbergh’s North to the Orient and 
Woolf’s Later Texts 
Lindbergh’s Writing Style 
It seemed only natural that Lindbergh herself became an accomplished writer. Her 
passion for writing emerges in her letters as well as in the pages of her diaries, 
which she had kept since she was little. In June 1933, for instance, she worries 
about not having the time to write due to her busy schedule.492 Yet, despite the 
numerous events she needed to attend, she nevertheless managed to complete 
writing her first book, North to the Orient, which presents a personal account of her 
survey flight to Japan and China with her husband—“not […] a technical account,” 
but rather, “an attempt to capture some of the magic,” of the “unrepeatable” history 
of travel493 in the first few years of aviation when flying still retained a sense of 
novelty. Upon publication by Harcourt Brace (which was also Woolf’s American 	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publisher since 1921) North to the Orient sold “extremely well” and even won the 
National Booksellers Award for non-fiction.494 The Anne Morrow Lindbergh archive 
at Yale University contains numerous letters that she received from various 
readers, praising her writing and expressing their enjoyment of her book. One such 
letter from a reader named Adele Burden states how “tremendously impressed I 
am with the story and by the way it is told,” and proceeds to relate her own 
experiences of traveling with her husband.495 Harold Nicolson added to the pile of 
letters by writing how “it is years since I read a book which I have enjoyed so 
much,” and points out how “the panoramic focus—the feeling of two people being 
up above the world, the contrast between the closed intimacy of the cockpit and 
the wide-spread unknowable below,” made the book all the more fascinating.496 He 
heightens his praise by stating how “valuable [it is] from a literary point of view,” 
and not just because it is simply “readable.”497  
 
Fig. 12. Anne Morrow Lindbergh as co-pilot with her husband, Charles Lindbergh in 	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1929. (Wide World Photos)498 
But perhaps the most valued praise was Woolf’s own, which she expresses in a 
letter she wrote on 6th October 1935 and sent to Nicolson, who forwarded it to 
Lindbergh a few days later on 11th October, writing: “I enclose [Woolf’s] reply which 
will amuse you.”499 In the letter, Woolf tells Nicolson that she read North to the 
Orient “with great pleasure” and praised Lindbergh’s writing for being “too good”: 
“I’m a good deal amazed as usual by the way people write who don’t write—it 
seems to come so clean and clear.”500  
It is easy to see why Woolf praised Lindbergh’s writing as North to the Orient is 
thoroughly personal, humorous, and intelligent. For instance, before they take off 
on their journey, when Lindbergh is approached by a male reporter who asks her to 
comment on the dangerous nature of their trip, she responds: “I laughed, ‘I’m sorry, 
I really haven’t anything to say.’ (After all we want to go. What good does it do to 
talk about the danger? ‘What navigation is there voyde of perill?’ … ‘What 
navigation—‘).”501 Note that she inserts her thoughts, marked within parentheses, 
into the dialogue as opposed to making her comments after the speech marks. 
This inclusion appears to be a subtly assertive way of commenting on the way in 
which her opinions as a female aviator are neglected or overlooked by the media to 
the extent that she needs to carve out her own space to voice her ideas. Such a 
commentary on what it is like for a woman in a male-dominated field would have 
most certainly caught Woolf’s interest. In this passage, Lindbergh also quotes from 	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Principal Navigations (1598-1600), written by the Elizabethan geographer and 
writer Richard Hakluyt, who was a great supporter of British imperialism502—a 
stance that contrasts sharply with the Lindbergh survey expedition that contributes 
to thinking about a more interconnected globe. Whether inadvertently or not, 
Lindbergh’s application of his words to her own situation can be read as a playful 
jab (or subtle critique) at male oppression of female voices, heightened by the 
breaking off of the quote mid-way at the second repetition. In addition to this, 
Lindbergh’s use of the ellipses, the repetition of the quote, and the sudden stop at 
the end also fragments the prose to underscore her nervousness upon embarking 
on their trip.  
Lindbergh’s writing can thus be seen to have traces of modernist characteristics as 
she resists conventional narrative form and style in an attempt to capture her 
idiosyncratic opinions, ideas, and feelings about their journey, and Woolf would 
have undoubtedly noted this. Rather than writing in straightforward traditional 
prose, she mixes in poetry and images of maps, forming a hybrid narrative not 
unlike Woolf’s own fragmented, modernist writings. For instance, Lindbergh 
includes a Japanese hokku—the opening verse of a poem—which she came upon 
on their stop in Japan: 
How far in chase today 
   I wonder 
Has gone my Hunter 
   Of the dragon fly!503 
While Lindbergh does not elaborate on the significance of the poem for her, 	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readers may have recognized that this hokku, which their Japanese hostess 
explains is “about the mother whose little boy has died,”504 must have resonated 
with Lindbergh due to the kidnapping and death of her own one-year-old son a few 
years earlier. Even though Lindbergh only includes a brief section of this poem, it 
nevertheless speaks volumes about her position as a grieving mother as well as 
the universality of the experience of motherhood, given that the poem is Japanese. 
The inclusion of the Japanese hokku thus adds not only a different cultural 
perspective to North to the Orient but also a more personal and emotional 
dimension to the travel narrative. On that note, Lindbergh’s account of flight, and 
Woolf’s representations of it in her writing, are markedly illustrative of Wendy 
Parkins’s statement that “women’s writing often reflected the diverse affective 
experience of modernity,”505 thus distinguishing their depictions from those of their 
male counterparts. As is clear in Wells’s, William Faulkner’s, and John Dos 
Passos’s texts (which will be discussed in the third and fourth chapters 
respectively), it is this emotional component that is notably absent. Women’s 
perspectives show how flight can be an affective experience and how technology 
may not be as impersonal as, for instance, Dos Passos’s depictions show it to be. 
The female perspective thus redefines notions of flight and technology as 
presented in texts by male writers and underscores the diversity in twentieth-
century perceptions and experiences of the modern world. 
In addition to lines of verse, Lindbergh includes a small map on the first page of 
each chapter to show which section of the journey the chapter is referring to. She 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
504 Ibid. 
505 Wendy Parkins, Mobility and Modernity in Women’s Novels, 1850s-1930s: Women 
Moving Dangerously (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), p.15.	  
	   168	  
thus restructures the standard form of a narrative to include other viewpoints of 
their journey. The maps are provided by her husband as indicated in the title page, 
“With Maps by Charles A. Lindbergh,” and this neatly references his leading role in 
the journey, which is to navigate their plane using such maps. These maps also 
effectively juxtapose the technical aspect of the journey with Lindbergh’s more 
intimate perspective and highlights the simplified, perhaps reductive, view of the 
world as contained in maps. Furthermore, maps are arguably also indicative of the 
illusion of human mastery over land and symbolic of the exertion of colonial power 
over others. As Graham Huggan points out, the production of maps, “such as the 
reinscription, enclosure, and hierarchization of space [provide] an analogue for the 
acquisition, management, and reinforcement of colonial power.”506 Even so, it 
seems unlikely that Lindbergh included the maps specifically to undermine or 
criticize their use. Rather, it would be more plausible to suggest that Lindbergh 
included the maps to add another, more visual viewpoint to her story for her 
readers’ interest. 
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Fig. 13. An example of one of the maps placed alongside the first page of a new 
chapter.507 
Lindbergh also resists the conventional narrative form in order to reflect the events 
and occurrences of their journey more accurately. For instance, when she 
practices communicating in Morse code on the aeroplane’s radio equipment to a 
distant radio operator and asks him how her messages are, she describes the 
operator’s reply as follows:  
“‘Pretty - - - good - - -‘ the letters ran slowly into words as I copied, ‘but - - - a 
- - - little - - - heavy - - - on - - - the - - - dashes—‘ (It seemed intensely funny 
to me, this slow deliberate conversation with a strange person somewhere 
on Long Island.) ‘—just - - - like - - - my - - - wife’s - - - sending.’”508 
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Lindbergh faithfully records the sound pattern of their conversation in Morse code 
by including the multiple dashes, which fragment the flow of the prose and 
effectively reflects the fragmentation and slowness of their actual conversation. 
She further breaks the flow by inserting her own thoughts in parentheses, which 
gives readers further insight into her view of the conversation. The fragmentation of 
the narrative in order to depict what is happening beyond the current incident can 
be seen as a way of widening the narrative perspective, notably emulating the all-
encompassing aerial view. It is likely that Woolf noted the rather humorous and 
personal tone of this conversation, which must have contrasted sharply with the 
use of the radio to broadcast war propaganda to the public. Technology in this 
case is shown to aid communication between remote persons, rather than facilitate 
a hierarchical relationship between the two. As I will show in my reading of 
Between the Acts, Woolf also uses sound to connect people to one another and to 
their surroundings to illustrate the possibility of harmonious co-existence. 
It can be argued that Lindbergh’s hybrid narrative is influenced by the aerial view, 
giving her different perspectives of the world below that she can only capture by 
going beyond a conventional, straightforward narrative. At the end of North to the 
Orient, Lindbergh once again contemplates the “fundamental magic of flying,” 
which for her emerges the most when she is flying above the earth, looking down. 
“Life [is] put in new patterns from the air,” she writes, as if a “glaze is put over 
life,”509 thus capturing a serene vision of the world below, “like slow-motion pictures 
which catch the moment of outstretched beauty [that] one cannot see in life itself, 
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so swiftly does it move.”510 For Lindbergh, the aerial view is valuable especially 
because of its ability to present a fresh view of the world below, almost slowing 
down the pace of life for the viewer to take note of their surroundings which they 
may not have noticed while on the ground. Interestingly, her words echo Gertrude 
Stein’s comments on Pablo Picasso’s Cubist paintings: “One must not forget that 
the earth seen from an airplane is more splendid than the earth seen from an 
automobile.”511 Stein differentiates between the two vehicles, contending that the 
automobile is “the end of progress on the earth” because the landscape seen from 
it is the same one as seen while walking, whereas the “earth seen from an airplane 
is something else.”512 
Nature is what catches Lindbergh’s attention the most as her description of the 
aerial view consists of “the rippling skin of the river, and birds drifting like petals 
down the air.”513 Moments in which she is soaring above the earth allow her to 
observe the fragility of the world below that instigated her and her husband’s 
environmental conservationist efforts.514 Her husband states in his account that the 
bird’s-eye view enabled by the aeroplane “let me know my country as no man had 
ever known it before.”515 Their preoccupation with the natural American landscape 
is clear in the photographs taken on their aerial explorations, some examples of 
which can be found in the image below consisting of valleys and mountains in the 
South-West. Commenting on the changing American landscape, he observes that, 	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“In the decades that I spent flying civil and military aircraft, I saw tremendous 
changes taking place on the earth’s surface […] Trees disappeared from 
mountains and valleys. Erosions turned clear rivers yellow. Power lines and 
highways stretched out beyond horizons.”516 As Tom D. Crouch asserts, these 
views observed by Lindbergh during his flights had a significant impact on his 
environmental awareness and instigated his active involvement in causes devoted 
to the preservation of the environment such as the World Wildlife Fund, and the 
International Union for the Conservation of Nature.517  
Demonstrating their increasing commitment to environmentalist concerns, in 1933, 
both husband and wife notably joined botanical experts on an aerial exploration 
near the Arctic Circle in order to, “make collections of micro-organisms from the 
atmosphere,” in a collaborative study with the United States Department of 
Agriculture in their research concerning the epidemiology of rusts and other plant 
diseases.518 The field notes and materials that were used as references in the 
writing of the research report was provided by Lindbergh himself, which illustrates 
how heavily he participated in these expeditions. The Lindberghs’ involvement in 
this study and several others that they joined indicates their vision of aviation as a 
tool to contribute to environmental awareness and knowledge. Their vision is 
echoed by aviator and writer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, who states in Wind, Sand 	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and Stars (1939), “A plane may just be a machine, but what an analytical 
instrument it is! It has revealed to us the true face of the earth.”519 
 
Fig. 14. Charles and Anne Morrow Lindbergh’s collection of aerial photos taken 
while on an exploration of South-West United States.520 
In an article Anne wrote for LIFE magazine in 1966 reflecting on her journey to 
Africa, she states: “Below [their plane were] great expanses of wild land stretching 
out in all directions: rolling plains, wooded hills, an occasional lake, a rim of distant 
mountains and, very far away, one peak with a plume of snow. No concrete roads, 
no towns, no section lines.”521 Along with the vastness of the natural land below, 	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she also observes the wild animals that they encounter, remarking that “One is 
reduced to silence before rhinoceros, hippopotamus and buffalo—not only dwarfed 
by their size, but speechless before their unfamiliar shape, stunned by their 
unmistakable power.”522 This vastness and power of nature around her provides 
her with “tremendous renewal of energy,” which she states comes from “being put 
back in one’s place in the universe, as an animal alongside other animals—one of 
many miracles of life on earth, not the only miracle.”523 It is important to note her 
description of humans as being just another species among others as this notion 
undermines the idea of human superiority, which is in agreement with many of 
Woolf’s writings. Lindbergh laments the scarcity of such an experience in Western 
civilization because “the impact of science on our civilization had created the 
illusion that we are all-powerful and control the universe.”524  
The harmful belief in human mastery, if we recall, is also conveyed by Woolf in 
Mrs. Dalloway, and as I will show, is expressed again in The Years and Between 
the Acts. For Lindbergh, and likely for Woolf, the resultant human neglect of the 
environment is a threat to man himself as he “faces the loss of a breathing space 
for all that is wild and free in his spirit […] his physical welfare also, perhaps even 
his survival, according to conservationists, is imperiled by the extermination of 
other life on this planet.”525 The aerial view, which helped precipitate this realization 
of the necessity of nature to human survival, can thus be seen as a powerful 
medium. In contrast to the military and nationalist view of aviation, then, the 
Lindberghs’ environmentalist interpretations of the aerial views help to emphasize 	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the constructive potential of the aeroplane, which in turn subverts the destructive 
connotations that it acquired through its military role.  
The Years (1937) 
The opening passages of several sections in Woolf’s The Years can be seen to 
utilize an all-encompassing perspective not unlike the aerial viewpoint that 
Lindbergh experiences and describes in North to the Orient. For instance, in the 
opening passage of the ‘Present Day’ chapter, Woolf begins by describing the 
“gold tinge” of the summer evening sky, likening it to “a thin veil of gauze.”526 She 
strategically opens the passage with a description of something vast, which reflects 
the widened narrative perspective employed in this section. The focus then moves 
downward—imitating the direction of the aerial standpoint—onto “an island of cloud 
[which] lay suspended,” and then the narrative moves further onto the ground to 
portray a vast number of things within the narrator’s purview, including “sheep and 
cows, pearl white and parti-coloured, lay recumbent […] people standing at cottage 
doors […] as they confronted the slowly sinking sun.”527 Movement, both in the sky 
and on land, seems to be minimal, which echoes Lindbergh’s reference to “slow-
motion pictures” when she describes the aerial view—a reference that indicates the 
influence of the cinematic technique on her portrayal of the aerial view, which is 
likely to have also influenced Woolf’s own depiction in the opening passage.528 The 
minimal movement within the passage gives way to a vibrant description of 
colours, emphasizing alliteratively the “pearl white and parti-coloured” sheep and 	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cows, and focusing also on the “little red brick villas,” which, “became porous, 
incandescent with light.”529 The poetic language, particularly the use of the words 
“porous” and “incandescent” underscores the power of the evening sunlight as the 
“faces of people,” too, show, “the same red glow,” of everything else around 
them,530 thus literally shedding light on the beauty and co-existence of people and 
nature. The inclusion of nature and man in her description of the world is 
reminiscent of Lindbergh’s emphasis on the co-existence between man, 
technology, and nature. As time slows down, it is as if the passage demands the 
characters and the readers to stop to appreciate the natural surroundings before 
going about their daily routines or onwards to the next passages. 
Interestingly, the “passages describing the weather and setting the scene that 
begin each chapter and that separate scenes within chapters”531 in The Years, 
which frequently employ a downward-looking vantage point similar to an aerial 
perspective (the opening of the 1917 section, for instance, begins with “The moon, 
falling on water,” and describes the “moonlight [falling] on solid objects”)532 were 
first added in 1936,533 which is after Woolf had read North to the Orient. The “late 
appearance”534 of these passages raise the possibility that they were in part 
shaped by Woolf’s reading of Lindbergh’s portrayal of the aerial views in North to 
the Orient. For Lindbergh, the preoccupations of men, which from her aerial 
viewpoint in North to the Orient are represented by “black cars all centering to one 
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point like an anthill,” appear “trivial and aimless from this great height,”535 as they 
become compared to the vastness and beauty of nature. Lindbergh’s all-
encompassing aerial view was an effective way to carry out what Woolf intended, 
which was “to give a picture of society as a whole; give characters from every side; 
turn them towards society, not private life; exhibit the effect of ceremonies,”536 or 
what she terms in another letter as, “the invalidity of their experience.”537 For 
instance, in the 1908 section, Eleanor Pargiter is seen to question the validity of 
certain dominant ideas or beliefs, which she previously did not take notice of, such 
as the idea of Christianity. She recalls sayings like “God is love, The kingdom of 
Heaven is within us,” but, she asks, “what did they mean? The actual words were 
very beautiful. But who said them—when?”538 Her doubt appears to almost 
fragment the sentences, signalled by the use of the em dash and multiple 
questions. As she contemplates these questions, the wind, which appears also in 
the beginning of the section and is described vividly and sibiliantly as “scraping, 
scourging,”539 re-emerges and “ratt[les] the windows in the back room” and keeps 
interrupting her thought as it grows and becomes “terrific.”540 Each time her mind is 
distracted by the wind, she becomes increasingly aware of “how little she knew 
about anything,”541 almost as if the wind is repeating what it does in the opening 
section, which was to reveal imperfections as it “tweaked up skirts; showed stout 
legs; made trousers reveal skeleton shins.”542 Notably, as the wind produces more 
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additions to this sentence in the opening passage, signified by the semicolon, it 
appears to emphasize power or force of nature, which is in contrast to Eleanor’s 
doubt and uncertainty (or the limitations of the human mind) indicated by the 
breaking up of her sentence. As the external force of the wind interrupts Eleanor’s 
thoughts, Woolf also appears to be highlighting the permeability or the relative 
openness of her mind to external ideas—her willingness to learn—even if this 
openness may signify the flaws and imperfections of her knowledge.  
The revelation of the limitedness of her knowledge is also a subtle critique of the 
lack of “intellectual liberty”543 due to the restriction of women’s education by men. 
Woolf raises this issue in Three Guineas, which, it must be remembered, was once 
meant to be a single book with The Years. In Three Guineas, Woolf points out that 
“the sisters of educated men not only made the sacrifices of comfort and pleasure, 
which were needed in order to educate their brothers, but actually desired to be 
educated themselves.”544 This desire can also be seen in Eleanor, who, according 
to Alexandra Peat, is a “spiritual seeker”545 with a desire to expand her experiences 
and knowledge. Notably, the panoptic aerial view that both Lindbergh and Woolf 
use does nothing but expand the eye and the mind, if only one is willing to adopt it. 
In one of the deleted passages, which Radin argues lessened the depth or 
“complexity”546 of Eleanor’s character, Eleanor observes a street outside and 
thinks, “The crazy lines of the scaffolding, the jagged outline of the broken wall, the 
bestial shouts of the young men, made her feel there was no order, no purpose in 
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the world.”547 By allowing Eleanor to experience this sense of meaninglessness in 
the world, Woolf makes her question “her values and her idea of herself, to wonder 
if all her good deeds have been nothing but a pose and a meaningless pastime.”548 
The view that she adopts in this passage forces Eleanor to confront the chaotic 
post-war world that she rarely sees and to consider other people’s experiences. 
It is important to note in The Years that the language in the opening passages that 
focus on the natural environment rather than on the characters is discernibly more 
vibrant and appreciative of the view compared to the language in the main 
narratives that follow the characters. For example, the opening of the 1880 section 
states: “The weather, perpetually changing, sent clouds of blue and of purple flying 
over the land,”549 and as evening came, the moon, “rose and polished its coin, 
though obscured now and then by wisps of cloud, shone out with sincerity, with 
severity, or perhaps with complete indifference.”550 Nature appears powerful in 
these dynamic descriptions as the blue and purple colors of the clouds are 
highlighted and their movement dramatized by the use of the word “fly.” The 
romantic description of the moon, using the rhythmic and sibilant words, “sincerity” 
and “severity” makes it seem at once beautiful, mysterious, and frightening, as the 
narrator is unsure of what its light signifies. When this passage is juxtaposed with 
that detailing the thoughts and actions of the youngest Pargiter son, Edward, as he 
studies, the contrast highlights the plain descriptiveness of the passage: “He read; 
and made a note; then he read again […] he must be precise; exact; even his little 
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scribbled notes must be clear as print.”551 Unlike the smooth flow of the opening 
passage that reflects the movements of the clouds, this seems staccatoed, 
unadorned and descriptive as it depicts Edward’s repetitive, precise actions. Note 
that in contrast to the fragmentary language, Woolf uses free indirect discourse to 
portray Edward’s thoughts, thereby signifying the narrator’s expanded view that 
encompasses what goes on in the characters’ minds. The narrator’s widened 
perspective here, too, seems to reflect that of the panoptic, aerial view. 
The rigidity of Edward’s actions seems to be representative of that Oxford- (where 
Edward is studying) and Cambridge-educated, narrow, male mindset Woolf 
criticizes in Three Guineas. Outlining what an “experimental” and “adventurous” 
college would teach, she states: “Not the arts of dominating other people,”552 but 
rather, “It should teach the arts of human intercourse; the art of understanding 
other people's lives and minds.”553 In other words, students should be taught to be 
more open to and accepting of people and ideas that are different from their own. 
Edward’s narrow-mindedness is also noted by Emily Dalgarno, who likens him to 
“[Walter] Benjamin’s translator [in his 1923 essay, ‘The Task of the Translator’] who 
is so intent on getting the sense right that he is apparently blind to the possibility of 
divergent ways of meaning.”554 In North to the Orient, Lindbergh praises the 
Japanese for their “appreciative vision, which saw beauty in the smallest things 
and made beauty in the most trivial acts.”555 Edward is an apt illustration of one 
sorely lacking in such a vision, as he cannot even properly express his feelings for 	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his cousin, Kitty, whom he describes plainly, generically, as “a purple flower.”556 
But then, even he recognizes the blandness of such a description, as he protests, 
“No, he exclaimed, not in the least like a flower!”557 The limitedness of his language 
further highlights the narrowness or restrictedness of the scope of his education. 
The recurring use of the panoptic aerial view in the preludes and interludes that set 
the scene and describe the weather in The Years also helps to convey the wide 
scope of the novel that Woolf had hoped for since she first began to think about 
writing it. In her diary entry in November 1932, she writes that “The Pargiters”—the 
initial name for the novel—was to, “take in everything, sex, education, life &c; & 
come with the most powerful & agile leaps.”558 Woolf’s use of the term “agile leap” 
here is particularly interesting as it suggests taking an all-encompassing bird’s-eye 
view in order to “take in everything.” As a result of these “leaps,” The Years is a 
chronicle that stretches from 1880 to the “Present Day”, which is estimated to be 
around the mid-1930s, when the novel was written, and follows two generations of 
the Pargiters family. Not only that, the novel also features a variety of locations 
spread across England and even briefly takes place in France, which reflects the 
narrative’s geographical expansion in line with the widened focus of the novel. 
Inasmuch as the panoptic aerial view allows Lindbergh and Woolf to highlight the 
presence of nature alongside man, the wide scope of The Years also allows Woolf 
to juxtapose different generations not only to highlight the differences of opinions 
and beliefs, but also to trace the history behind those differences. For example, 
when Eleanor expresses her incredulity at the invention of the aeroplane when she 	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relates to Peggy the story of when she first saw one, excitedly stating, “And 
suddenly it came over me, that’s an aeroplane! And it was!” Peggy seems 
unimpressed and only laughs in response to the story, thinking that “aeroplanes 
hadn’t made all that difference.”559 However, readers can empathize with Eleanor’s 
sentiment as they are also given an earlier glimpse into her harrowing experience 
of an air raid, in the 1917 section of the novel, thus explaining her impression of 
aviation. The large time-frame of the novel, which is illustrative of the narrative’s 
temporal expansion, then, mimicks the properties of the aerial view that allow 
different perspectives to emerge. 
This “broader range of perspectives”560 is also noted by Radin, who states that, “In 
the galley proofs, most scenes are presented from a limited point of view, with the 
narrator providing insight into the thoughts of only one or two major characters.”561 
The changes Woolf made between March and December of 1936 included 
insertions of the “point of view of servants,”562 which Radin believes “was a 
valuable addition [as] it rounds off our view of the major characters and enriches 
our sense of London life of the time.”563 Indeed, the inclusion of the perspectives of 
these characters such as Nurse and Mrs C., “who came every week with the 
washing,”564 add another dimension to, or expands, the narrative across different 
social groups, making it seem closer to reality. The introduction of more 
perspectives into the novel, including the views of their environment in the preludes 
and interludes, is necessary and reflective of what Woolf set out to do, which was 	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to better express life—a word she keeps repeating in her diary. In an early entry in 
December 1932, for instance, she expresses her hope to “career” her characters 
“over the whole of human life.”565 Woolf’s desire to include everything in The Years 
resulted in a lengthy struggle, having to separate it from what became Three 
Guineas, and revising, deleting, and adding passages from 1931—when she first 
conceived of the idea—to 1937—when she finally finished writing. After years of 
this struggle, in November 1936 she displays a sense of satisfaction with the book, 
stating, “Just finished it; & feel a little exalted. Its different from the others of 
course: has I think more ‘real’ life in it; more blood & bone.”566 Notably in the same 
entry she writes that the book has “some beauty & poetry too. A full packed 
book.”567 Life, for Woolf, was not containable in one restricted form,568 so the novel, 
too, should reflect this. A New York Times article acknowledges this aspect and 
refers to the novel’s “minimum substructure” and its “elusion of classification,” 
suggesting that it is rather a “long-drawn-out lyricism,” that makes it her “richest 
novel.”569 The widened narrative focus of the text that allows Woolf to include 
characters from different social groups, place the story in different locations and 
within a longer time span contributes to the richness of the novel noted by its early 
critics. In my reading of Between the Acts in the next section, I argue that Woolf 
develops her expansion of the narrative focus by layering different elements (such 
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as sound) and ideas within the text as a way of illustrating the notion of several 
narratives existing within one space. 
Between the Acts (1941) 
In Between the Acts, originally titled "Poyntz Hall", Woolf returned to the more 
experimental format that she used in previous novels—most notably in The Waves 
(1932)—stating in her diary that, “I’m all in favour of the wild, the experimental,”570 
and asserts her desire to produce “a new combination of the raw & the lyrical.”571 
Hence, Between the Acts consists of verse, song lyrics, as well as a playscript for a 
pageant about the history of England up to the present day. Upon nearing 
completion of the book, she writes in her diary, “I am a little triumphant about the 
book. [It is] more quintessential than the others. More milk skimmed off, a richer 
pat, certainly a fresher than that misery The Years.”572 The “quintessential” quality 
of the book can arguably be attributed to Woolf’s use of the pageant in the novel as 
a way to weave several narratives together. Being a pageant about the history of 
England, I argue that Woolf restructures it from its traditional form to propose a 
more inclusive historical narrative of England. If Woolf widens the narrative scope 
in The Years, then here she layers several narratives, which effectively undermines 
the notion of one dominant narrative and highlights the interconnectedness 
between these different stories of the public and the private, the past and the 
present, and man and nature. Compared to her previous novel, the time span here 
is shorter, taking place in one day, and the story is located within the grounds of 
Pointz Hall manor, inhabited by the Oliver family. However, despite the single 	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location, "temporal economy,"573 as well as shorter length of the novel, Between 
the Acts still manages to portray various stories. Not only does it depict scenes 
from domestic English life and life within a rural community during the coming of 
the Second World War, but it also portrays several events from the history of 
England in the pageant, weaving these passages into one text as they tie the past 
to the present.  
I argue that this idea of layering multiple stories to form one novel is partly 
influenced by the aerial view's capacity to reveal several different characteristics or 
markers about the world below, whether they be geographical, historical, social, or 
cultural. The multiple stories that Lindbergh manages to relate in North to the 
Orient is illustrative of this particular quality of the aerial standpoint as she conveys 
accounts of the landscapes in different countries and ruminates on the social, 
economic, and cultural impacts of these different environments. For instance, flying 
above Nanking in China, she states, "The wall of Nanking is such a dominating 
feature of the city that it seems almost a geographical one,"574 thus intertwining 
historical past (as she also notes the "wars and destruction [that] have broken over 
[the wall] like waves")575 with geographical landscape. In another passage, the 
natural landscape becomes not just a group of physical features, but also a map 
full of cultural markers, as she wonders whether the "beautifully and theatrically 
mountainous" environment of Japan influenced its locals to "appreciat[e] all small 
things in nature," which is a predominant mindset that she praises them for.576 
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Therefore, within a single frame from the bird's-eye view, there exists not just one 
single way of describing the world below, but there are multiple angles from which 
the view can be portrayed. 
Notably, Between the Acts begins with Bartholomew Oliver, the head of the Oliver 
household, remarking, “From the aeroplane, he said, you could still see, plainly 
marked, the scars made by the Britons; by the Romans; by the Elizabethan manor 
house; and by the plough, when they ploughed the hill to grow wheat in the 
Napoleon wars.”577 The revealing aerial view of the land below recalls Charles 
Lindbergh's statement about his increasing awareness of the changing landscape 
of America the more he flew across the country. Here, the aerial view does not just 
reveal geographical markers, but also exposes the marks of historical events 
dating back centuries. In writing this passage, Woolf draws readers' attention to the 
notion of several narratives existing within the same space, which is relevant to the 
role of the pageant in the text (itself made up of several stories, contained within a 
novel), as I will illustrate. All these events are connected to one another by the 
same piece of land and, in the text, are contained within the same sentence as a 
way of highlighting the interconnections between the past and the present and 
between different groups of people. Woolf is seen here to use the aerial view to 
illustrate what she wrote in her diary was to be “a series of contrasts,”578 as she 
groups together the vastly different histories of the Britons, the Romans, and the 
Napoleonic wars, within the same sentence. 
This opening passage leads us to the pageant—notably referred to as a “snapshot 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
577 Woolf, Between the Acts, p.1. 
578 The Diary of Virginia Woolf: Volume 5, p.159. 
	   187	  
of English village life”579 by Julia Briggs—which as a narrative device operates in a 
similar way to the aerial standpoint in the way that it intermingles historical 
narratives with those of the present, and layers the visual performance with 
musical accompaniment. The pageant is introduced in the opening scene by a 
young girl, Phyllis Jones, as being about their “island history,”580 yet questions 
emerge throughout the course of the pageant that challenge the idea of England as 
a hermetically sealed island as well as the notion of a singular historical narrative 
for the nation. As Oliver himself notes in the novel’s opening, there are marks on 
their land brought about by outsiders through wars, and aeroplanes occasionally 
appear in the novel that shatter the long-held notion of England as safely insular. 
The village itself is seeing more outsiders, as Mr. Figgis observes: “The building of 
a car factory and of an aerodrome in the neighbourhood had attracted a number of 
unattached floating residents.”581 Even Miss La Trobe, who wrote the pageant, is 
suspected to have “Russian blood in her.”582 
The notion of the insularity of England is alluded to in the beginning of the pageant 
when Phyllis Jones states: “Cut off from France and Germany / This isle.”583 At 
first, the singing villagers that appear behind her cannot be heard by the audience 
(“They were singing, but not a word reached the audience”) and Mrs. Manresa in 
the audience feels “a vast vacancy between her, the singing villagers and the 
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space that separates Mrs. Manresa from the performers reflects the cutting off of 
England from France and Germany, as Phyllis Jones declares. But soon after, the 
gramophone finally starts to “ground out a tune!” and as the “pompous popular 
tune brayed and blared,” several other sounds also emerge quickly and suddenly 
seem to overwhelm the scene: “ice cracked. The stout lady in the middle began to 
beat time with her hand on her chair. Mrs. Manresa was humming.”585 As these 
sounds penetrate the atmosphere, mingling the pageant’s tune with the noises 
from the audience, Woolf effectively undermines the idea of an impenetrable 
national boundary as well as the notion of a single, historical narrative that is told 
from only one point of view. Consider the structure of this opening pageant scene 
in the novel: 
Gentles and simples, I address you all… 
 
So it was the play then. Or was it the prologue? 
 
 Come hither for our festival (she continued) 
 This is a pageant, all may see 
 Drawn from our island history, 
 England am I…586 
Note how the verse is disrupted by the inclusion of the narrator’s voice, which 
questions the conventional structure of a play or a narrative—where does one 
begin? Indeed, where can one begin when telling the story of England? As the 
narration moves from Phyllis Jones’s speech to the narrator’s voice (marked by the 
non-italicized words), and then back to verse, it weaves together these two 
narratives, thus implying the connections between past and present, national 
history and rural life. Additionally, the line, “So it was the play then. Or was it the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
585 Ibid., p.49. 
586 Ibid., p.47. 
	   189	  
prologue?” is ostensibly indented and integrated into the script’s format, rather than 
the novel’s main narrative, which further blurs the boundaries between verse and 
prose, performance and reality. Visually, the structure of the text itself forms layers 
of verse, prose, and then verse intermingled with prose as the verse is disrupted 
once again with the addition of “(she continued)” in parentheses and non-italics. 
The layered structure of the text enhances the idea of several narratives existing 
within one space. What or who exactly makes up England’s history, Woolf seems 
to ask, and who gets to decide? The intertwining of these narratives and the 
resultant fragmented structure of the text challenges the restrictions inherent in the 
conventional formats of prose and poetry as this novel breaks the boundaries when 
needed. This unconventional form aptly illustrates the “freer and looser”587 rhythm 
of the novel that Woolf hoped for in her diary. 
When Jones forgets her lines after “England am I,” Woolf seems to be highlighting 
the complexity of history that makes it difficult to be fitted into any single type of 
introduction. Miss La Trobe, too, appears to be aware of this complexity as the 
play’s narrator later changes from the little girl Phyllis Jones to the older Hilda, the 
carpenter’s daughter, who continues, “O, England’s grown…”588 A point worth 
stating here is that in the beginning of the novel, there is the mention of “Outline of 
History”,589 which is a likely reference to H.G. Wells’s The Outline of History (1920), 
famously written in an attempt to revise the dominant historical narratives taught in 
schools in order to shed the public’s nationalist ideals. This allusion hints at Woolf’s 
own attempt at challenging traditional notions of history as well as literary form. 
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Ayako Yoshino makes a similar point in her study of Woolf’s use of the pageant in 
Between the Acts, asserting that Woolf “must have seen the pageant—an art form 
explicitly associated with local pride, patriotism, charity, and on occasion the war 
effort—from a different perspective than [writers] who saw democracy and the 
possibility of ‘civic betterment’ in it.”590 Rather than adhering to the conventional 
nationalist tendency of pageant narratives, Woolf takes the opportunity “to present 
an alternative history”591 in Between the Acts. The fragmented, almost chaotic and 
hurried flow of the pageant underscores Woolf’s resistance to the traditional 
pageant form and narrative. In the middle of the pageant, for instance, Isa is seen 
to be confused by the chaos of the scenes being played out: “There was such a 
medley of things going on, what with the beldame’s deafness, the bawling of the 
youths, and the confusion of the plot that she could make nothing of it.”592 Yet, she 
thinks, “Did the plot matter?”593 Indeed, by resisting conventional plots and pageant 
(as well as novel) structures, Woolf raises questions about their validity and their 
(in)ability to portray multiple, layered, fragmented narratives. 
Facilitating the fragmentations of and connections between these different 
narratives is Woolf’s use of sound. Sound disrupts the narratives, making us aware 
of the existence of other storylines, but it also acts as a connecting device 
intertwining these various stories. Woolf’s design may have been partly influenced 
by Lindbergh’s description of the aerial view in North to the Orient, which she 
significantly describes as being “a magic that has more kinship with what one 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
590 Ayako Yoshino, ‘Between the Acts and Napoleon Parker - the Creator of the Modern 
English Pageant’, Critical Survey, Vol. 15, No. 2 (2003), 49-60, p.53. 
591 Ibid., p.54. 
592 Woolf, Between the Acts, p.56. 
593 Ibid. 
	   191	  
experiences standing in front of serene madonnas or listening to cool chorales.”594 
In other words, Lindbergh likens this panoptic view of life—about which she states, 
“There was no limit to what the eye could seize or what the mind hold”595—to 
musical harmony, which, it is worth stating, is structurally several layers of different 
sound patterns complementing one another. Woolf’s pattern of weaving stories 
together using sound is also reminiscent of Lindbergh’s description of the couple’s 
reason for going to the Orient: besides the “main practical reason” of discovering 
future flight routes, she states, “there were others playing about it, under and over 
it, like a running accompaniment to the main theme in music—other small, 
personal, and trivial reasons, which, as they braided in and out of the main one 
ceaselessly, made of it a stronger bond, pulling us in one direction.”596 Her 
description can also be applied to her own text, for if we take a bird’s-eye view, so 
to speak, of the structure of North to the Orient, we would find several layers to her 
stories that help further capture her particular experience of their journey. An 
example is her inclusion of the Japanese poem that alludes to the loss of her son. 
Others are longer, yet still relevant, anecdotes that she is reminded of while on 
their journey. For instance, she describes a “beautiful” doll from Japan that she 
was given as a little girl and states how, “Long afterward on my first flying visit to 
Japan I thought of this present. The same quality which had delighted me as a 
child ran like golden thread through our many impressions [of Japan] and linked 
them together.”597 Woolf must have been struck by the pattern of 
interconnectedness symbolized by this strategic use of motives in North to the 
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Orient that highlights the “boundlessness and connectedness of all things,” which 
is what Jo Alyson Parker argues Woolf “saw as a female way of knowing the 
world.”598 
One of the instances in which sound is used as a connecting device in Between 
the Acts is when Giles Olivers’ wife, Isa, likens her feelings for Haines, a local 
farmer, to “the infinitely quick vibrations of the aeroplane propeller that she had 
once seen at dawn at Croydon. Faster, faster, faster, it whizzed, whirred, buzzed, 
till all the flails became one flail and up soared the plane away and away…”599 Isa 
is connected at that moment to “the presence of [Haines’s] body in the room last 
night […] the words he said, handing her a teacup, handing her a tennis 
racquet,”600 in addition to the aeroplane that she saw at Croydon. These different 
layers of past moments seem to make themselves heard in the present by the 
different sounds of whizzing, whirring, and buzzing—the onomatopoeic words 
linking these moments together as “all the flails became one flail.” The sounds of 
the propellers here also foreshadow the appearance of the aeroplanes at the end 
of the novel, thus connecting this passage to another. At the end of the novel, the 
local clergyman, Mr. Streatfield, gives a speech that is interrupted by aeroplanes 
flying past. As he starts to say the word “opportunity,”  
The word was cut in two. A zoom severed it. Twelve aeroplanes in perfect 
formation like a flight of wild duck came overhead. That was the music. The 
audience gaped; the audience gazed. Then zoom became drone. The 
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planes had passed.601 
The focus on the “cut” or “sever[ing]” of Mr. Streatfield’s speech highlights the 
disruptiveness of these military aeroplanes as opposed to the aeroplane in the 
beginning of the novel that connects the viewer to the land’s past through the aerial 
view. As opposed to the relatively gentler sounds of whizzing, whirring, and 
buzzing, the “zoom[ing]” of the aeroplanes here appear to sound more harsh as 
they steal the attention of the entire audience away from Mr. Streatfield’s 
speech.602 The aeroplanes’ disruption here seems to foreshadow the impending 
war (which Woolf would not live to see completed) that was to disrupt life once 
again. They illustrate “the future disturbing our present,”603 as Isa states, pointing to 
the layering of present and future in a single moment. At the time that Woolf was 
writing the novel, air raids were occurring frequently, disrupting her own thoughts 
and writing, which is reflected in her diary entries. In May 1940, just after she writes 
about “P.H.”—an abbreviation of Pointz Hall—which she reveals is “now bubbling,” 
she continues with, “Raid, said to be warned, last night,”604 and another in June, 
states simply, “Last night an air raid here.”605  
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Yet, despite the disturbance that they cause in the novel, the aeroplanes become 
absorbed into the natural surroundings, which the simile of “wild duck” suggests, 
and even become part of the performance as they also become the music. It is as 
if Woolf steals the aeroplanes away from military use and situates them as props 
within her own novel, which is suggested when an audience member later tries to 
analyze the play, wondering, “—the aeroplanes interrupted. That’s the worst of 
playing out of doors… Unless of course she meant that very thing…”606 Woolf thus 
turns the disruption into a moment of connection between man and the “out of 
doors” nature, alluding to the possibility of a more peaceful co-existence between 
man, technology, and his natural surroundings as opposed to the destructive, 
hierarchical relationship played out in war. It is worth noting here that Woolf’s 
allusion to the possibility of non-destructive uses for aeroplanes is in sharp contrast 
to Wells’s direct and aggressive advocacy for an international control of aviation. 
By subtly suggesting that aeroplanes can also be used in a way that will not harm 
other human beings or the natural surroundings, Woolf avoids adopting an 
aggressive or authoritarian stance that would undermine the suggestion in the 
passage of a more peaceful use for aeroplanes. 
Not all the disruptions that occur in Between the Acts are destructive. For instance, 
after the pageant ends, an audience member is heard to comment, “And what’s the 
channel, come to think of it, if they mean to invade us? The aeroplanes, I didn’t like 
to say it, made one think…”607 The appearance of the aeroplanes forces the 
audience member to confront the idea of England no longer being safely insular, 
thus prompting a necessary shift from the idea of England’s invincibility. Indeed, 	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several of the disruptions that occur in the novel seem to be prompts for further 
thought, to make the characters and readers question long-held assumptions. After 
Phyllis Jones gives her speech at the beginning of the pageant, Mrs. Swithin 
“interrupt[s]” and “push[es] her way through the chairs,” which irritates Miss La 
Trobe. She hurriedly asks, “What’s it all about? I’ve missed the prologue. England? 
That little girl? Now she’s gone…”608 Her questions force readers to rethink the 
point of the play and question whether it is necessary to have seen the prologue to 
be able to understand the pageant—is a prologue even necessary, and who 
decides how to introduce a story? Helen Southworth, too, remarks on the 
significance of these disruptions (which she observes are often caused by the 
female characters) arguing that they “forc[e] an upsetting of the uni-directionality of 
the prose.”609 Southworth similarly deduces that these disruptions highlight the 
rigidity or “limitations” of the conventional narrative structure and “point to 
alternative possibilities,”610 such as the “freer” form of the novel that Woolf attempts 
in Between the Acts.  
Sound also alerts the characters and readers to the presence of other beings. The 
mysterious sounds from the gramophone, most notably, signal the presence of 
technology and illustrate its increasing agency as its seemingly incessant “tick, tick, 
tick seemed to hold [the audience] together, tranced.”611 Here, Woolf hints at the 
power of technology to both connect people, bringing them together, and its 
capacity to control or overwhelm large groups of people. The mysterious sounds 	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unsettle the audience in the beginning of the pageant: “Was it, or was it not, the 
play? Chuff, chuff, chuff sounded from the bushes. It was the noise a machine 
makes when something has gone wrong. Some sat down hastily […] Chuff, chuff, 
chuff the machine buzzed in the bushes.”612 The repetition and rhythm of the 
mysterious and continuous “chuffs” throughout the pageant resist—at first—
producing intelligible sounds or music. The sounds of the gramophone appear 
almost ominous, making the reader and the audience uncomfortable, unsure of 
what they mean, causing the latter to “hastily” sit down in anticipation of the 
performance. The “apprehensi[on]”613 within this passage highlights the characters’ 
(and possibly the readers’) discomfort when confronted with unfamiliar sounds. 
Their unease is reinforced with their constant questions and attempts at 
interpreting the play, as if trying to come up with a conclusion that they can be 
comfortable with. Mrs. Swithin, for instance, who asks what the play is about when 
she arrives, tries to answer her own questions, which suggests a desire to stick to 
answers that she is familiar with: “That’s England in the time of Chaucer, I take 
it,”614 she decides on her own. Besides the sounds of the gramophone and the 
aeroplanes (representing technology) and the words spoken by the actors 
(representing man), there are also sounds from nature, described 
onomatopoeically as “painfully audible; the swish of the trees; the gulp of a cow; 
even the skim of the swallows over the grass could be heard.”615 Even the tiniest 
sound, like the “skim of the swallows” is allowed to be heard, thus reiterating the 
idea that Woolf incorporates the panopticism of the aerial view into the purview of 
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her later writings. 
This careful consideration for the presence of technology and nature can also be 
identified in North to the Orient. In one of the passages, the Lindberghs leave their 
aeroplane anchored on a lake in China, and Anne reflects, “It seemed to me as I 
watched, [the aeroplane] against the [mountain], that there was an argument 
between the two. Not only the perpetual argument of youth against age, but 
machine-made against man-made; things fleeting against things lasting; motion 
against rest; ambition against acceptance […] I do not know who won.”616 But 
certainly the point is not to see which of them won, but to work past the differences 
to see how they can co-operate in harmony, which is what North to the Orient 
ultimately shows. For instance, in one occurrence wherein nature overwhelms 
man, the Lindberghs encounter a vast area in Yangtze where “floods came, 
destroying crops, homes, and people.”617 While at first the situation appears 
“hopeless,”618 seeing as how the area is inaccessible to rescue boats, eventually 
they figure out other ways to provide supplies to the villagers, including carrying 
medical supplies and a doctor on board their plane.619 Comparatively, in another 
passage, Lindbergh points out the important role that rivers play in helping pilots 
navigate: “We have great respect for rivers and usually they are kind to fliers. [They 
are] a hand in the dark.”620 The relationship between the aeroplane and nature in 
her text is depicted as constantly shifting, but one never fully overpowers the other. 
While Lindbergh acknowledges that man and nature each have the potential to 
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harm the other, she also shows how they can work and sustain each other. Just as 
the aeroplane helps increase awareness of, and respect for, the natural 
environment, the natural environment, too, helps guide the pilot and the plane on 
their journeys. Lindbergh’s portrayal of this relationship is never antagonistic. 
Christina Alt similarly points out that for Woolf, “violence against nature and 
violence against human beings are of a piece,”621 thus reinforcing the notion of a 
mutually symbiotic relationship between the two. 
Between the Acts seems to extend this “perpetual argument,”622 into a discussion, 
or a negotiation that takes place between man, nature, and technology. There are 
no winners or even protagonists in the novel and perhaps this is the point, that 
there can be no victor, no single dominant character or entity, and certainly no 
single, dominant narrative. This concept is also consistent with Louise Westling’s 
argument that Woolf, in Between the Acts, “restore[s] human affairs to their 
embedded place in the wide community of earth’s beings and forces,”623 and Woolf 
clearly does this by highlighting the presence—through sound, in this passage—of 
such beings and forces as aeroplanes, animals, human beings and the natural 
world. If there are no victors or protagonists, then there can also be no single 
meaning to the play, which the varied and inconclusive post-performance 
discussion suggests: “I thought it brilliantly clever … O my dear, I thought it utter 
bosh. Did you understand the meaning?”624 The repetition of the ellipses 
throughout the discussion underscores the elusiveness of the pageant’s meaning 
that no single conclusion can manage to capture. 	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623 Westling, p.41. 
624 Woolf, Between the Acts, p.122. 
	   199	  
Despite the “argument” between the mountain and the aeroplane in North to the 
Orient, Lindbergh’s description of the scene is nothing less than peaceful and 
harmonious as the mountain “stood there in the twilight,” and the plane “swayed 
gently in the wind,” in front of it.625 The same sense of harmony between different 
beings can be read in Between the Acts: 
From the garden — the window was open — came the sound of someone 
practising the scales. A.B.C. A.B.C. A.B.C. Then the separate letters formed 
one word “Dog.” Then a phrase. It was a simple tune, another voice 
speaking. 
 
‘Hark, hark, the dogs do bark 
The beggars are coming to town…’ 
Then it languished and lengthened, and became a waltz.626 
The individual practising the scales, the dog in the letters and in the tune, and the 
musical device that produces the music, all of which respectively represent man, 
nature, and technology, participate in the musicality of the scene. Notably, the 
sounds do not clash with one another, but instead flow rhythmically into one 
another, emphasized by the thrice repeated use of the word “then” to begin the 
next sentence. The use of the alliterative words “languished” and “lengthened” also 
underscore the harmony of the scene as the different sounds combine to become a 
waltz. Thus, despite their differences, the overall congruity as expressed in the 
flowing rhythm of the sounds suggest Woolf’s belief in the idea of peaceful co-
existence even and especially when the minority’s voices are acknowledged. In her 
study, Elicia Clements comments on the harmonious relationships between the 	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different sounds in Between the Acts, stating that the harmony “made up of 
disparate elements—animals, plants, and subjectivities—[dispels] homogeneity,”627 
which would not allow these various distinct elements to be heard. Between the 
Acts, then, depicts a harmonious layering of all the different connections between 
human characters, technology, and their natural surroundings. 
6. Conclusion 
In the final chapter of North to the Orient, Lindbergh writes about a flight taken after 
some months of rest and remarks how, “the objects below me wore the freshly 
painted vividness of things seen for the first time.”628 Her remark attests to the 
great potential of the aerial view that can shed new light on the world below: very 
likely it appealed to Woolf, urging her to experiment with her writing style to portray 
a more inclusive and widened worldview in The Years and Between the Acts. As 
this chapter demonstrates, the “vividness” that Lindbergh refers to can be read in 
the vibrant language that Woolf uses in the opening passages of The Years that 
depict nature, which effectively helps to draw attention to its presence alongside 
the characters in the rest of the narrative. The same can be said for her inclusion of 
a pageant and poetry in Between the Acts, which presents alternatives to the prose 
narrative. Additionally, in an effort to extend her narrative scope, mimicking the all-
encompassing aerial view, she juxtaposes verse and prose, the different literary 
forms of novel, script, and poetry, as well as man, technology, and nature in 
Between the Acts, resulting in an innovative and experimental novel that 
challenges the notion of exclusivity. The sense of peaceful co-existence, 	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particularly in Between the Acts, notably contrasts with the fragmentation of the 
narration found in John Dos Passos’s U.S.A trilogy as I show in the final chapter, 
which expresses Dos Passos’s discomfort with air travel and the disconnectedness 
that it may breed. But before I move on to Dos Passos, in the next chapter I 
discuss William Faulkner’s perspective of flight that is similar to Woolf in that it is 
seen as liberating. If for Woolf the aerial view frees from limited perspectives, then 
for Faulkner, flight liberates the self from the burdens and responsibilities of the 
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Chapter 3 
“Moving without Comprehensible Purpose toward No 
Discernible Destination”: The Sensation and Spectacle of 
Flight in William Faulkner’s Pylon 
1. Introduction 
William Faulkner’s fascination with aviation began when he was a young boy, 
sketching the “frail, angular machines”629 that caught his interest as he 
encountered them in air shows held around his hometown of Oxford, Mississippi. 
His attraction to flight led him to apply for the Royal Air Force in Canada in 1918 
and although the Great War ended before he could gain his flying license, he 
resumed his training in the 1930s. After finally becoming a certified pilot, he bought 
his own Waco C cabin cruiser aircraft and put it to use in the aerial circus that he 
set up with his brother Dean and instructor Captain Vernon Omlie. Despite his 
experience in military flight training, it is important to note that his first and perhaps 
most significant encounter with aviation was with aerial performers, which raises 
the suggestion that what attracted him the most about flight was not so much the 
romanticized, heroic image of the aviator made popular by military propaganda, but 
the spectacle and sensation of flight, which he tried to recreate as a child, building 
a plane, “from plans in The American Boy, out of beanpoles, slats, bailing wire, 
wrapping paper, and paste,”630 and again in adulthood as an aerial performer 
himself. 	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Pylon (1935), a novel about a group of barnstormers, can be read as a narrative of 
aviation that primarily deals with the physical experience of flight, particularly that 
of speed. In a review of Test Pilot (1935) by Jimmy Collins that Faulkner wrote for 
American Mercury, he states his desire for,  
a folklore not of the age of speed nor of the men who perform it, but of the 
speed itself, peopled not by anything human or even mortal but by the 
clever willful machines themselves carrying nothing that was born and will 
have to die or which can even suffer pain, moving without comprehensible 
purpose toward no discernible destination.631 
It is worth quoting his review at length due to the similarities that can be found in 
his vision of a folklore of speed and Pylon. For instance, Faulkner’s emphasis is 
notably on the physical force of speed, and Pylon’s focus on barnstorming—an 
occupation solely dedicated to the experience of flight, as I elaborate later in this 
chapter—satisfies this criteria. The climactic pylon race where the presumed leader 
of the barnstorming group, Roger Shumann, dies in a fatal aeroplane crash is 
particularly indicative of the speed around which the barnstormers’ lives revolve 
and, considering the way in which Shumann dies, end. In addition to this, as I will 
show, the pace of the narrative is significantly quickened as if reflecting the speed 
of flight itself as well as the chaotic demeanor of the barnstormers’ unconventional 
lifestyles. In watching Shumann fly, the reporter states: “Watch him! Oh, can he fly! 
Can he fly! And Ord aint going to beat the Ninety-Two to——Second money 
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Thursday, and if Ord aint going to——Oh, watch him! Watch him!”632 His brief and 
unfinished sentences and the elongated dashes indicate that even his verbal 
commentary cannot keep up with Shumann’s aircraft’s extreme speed. If Faulkner 
wanted his folklore of speed to be “peopled not by anything human,” then he 
certainly almost meets his requirement in Jack, the child in the barnstorming group 
and Laverne’s son. Although human, Jack seems to have unhuman-like beginnings 
as the reporter surmises that he, “was born on an unrolled parachute in a hangar in 
California; he got dropped already running like a colt or a calf from the fuselage of 
an aeroplane.”633 The barnstorming group can also be seen as “moving without 
comprehensible purpose toward no discernible destination,” as their goals and 
motivations become a source of debate among the locals in New Valois, who ask 
“Where do people like that go?”634 They liken the group to “a wagon broken down 
in the ditch,” and question amongst themselves, “do you wonder whatever became 
of whatever it was that used to make them move?”635 indicating the lack of 
comprehensible reason behind their seemingly absurd actions.  
The barnstormers’ rootlessness is a symptom of their primary goal to fly and to feel 
the physicality of flight as movement, as entertainment, and as performance, as 
opposed to flying for financial, social, or political gains, which can likely be found in, 
for example, military and commercial aviation. I argue in this chapter that Faulkner 
foregrounds exterior descriptions, such as the characters’ physical sensations 
during their flights, rather than elaborate on the barnstormers’ thoughts or 
psychological struggles (which previous critical studies of Pylon frequently focus 	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on) in order to point towards the purity of the barnstormers’ passion for flight, which 
has become rare in a ruthless world preoccupied with making a profit, conforming 
to social conventions, and being overly conscious of outside judgment. In relation 
to the vivid imagery in Pylon and its focus on the spectacle and sensations of flight, 
I explore the cinematic aspect of the novel and Faulkner’s relationship to cinema, 
recalling that he thought the 1958 film version of Pylon, The Tarnished Angels, 
whose script he had also had a hand in writing and which was directed by Douglas 
Sirk, to be “not only the best screen adaptation of his work, but an improvement 
upon the novel itself.”636 I also look back at his experience in Hollywood and 
contend that Pylon illustrates his disillusionment with the film industry due to 
Hollywood’s profit-oriented culture and its lack of appreciation for quality 
performances and entertainment, and its exploitation of performers. Pylon, then, 
presents an indictment against the loss of appreciation for abstract entertainment 
in an increasingly capitalistic and dispassionate culture. 
The novel can also be seen as a tribute to those who, like the barnstormers, have 
the courage to dedicate their lives unapologetically to the pursuit of their goals, 
however unconventional they may be. I therefore also provide a brief history of 
barnstorming in 1920s and 1930s America and Faulkner’s own experience in aerial 
performing to shed light on the unconventional nature of the work and its impact on 
the barnstormers’ lifestyles—a lifestyle that perhaps Faulkner himself envied due to 
the freedom that their work affords them. Their way of life was not unlike that of the 
hobo or the tramp—a homeless, nomadic figure that rose in numbers in early 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
636 Christopher MacGowan, The Twentieth-Century American Fiction Handbook (Hoboken: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), p.88. 
	   206	  
twentieth-century America—and one that Faulkner identified with.637 Flight, then, is 
also understood metaphorically in Pylon as rootlessness and as liberation from the 
things that distract people from their creative passions and desires, such as 
societal expectations, financial struggles, and illusions of moral restrictions.  
2. Previous Studies of Aviation and Barnstorming in Pylon 
Although Pylon is deemed the most “technically ambitious”638 of Faulkner’s works 
in reference to its portrayal of aerobatic maneuvers, critics tend to overlook the rich 
historical background of barnstorming in favour of reducing the figure of the 
aeroplane to a mere representative of technology in their readings. Take for 
instance Michael Zeitlin’s interpretation that sees the aeroplane as being alienating 
and hostile and asserts that “Faulkner anticipates Orwell in representing 
modernity’s ominous technologies for controlling, surveying and manipulating its 
subjects.”639 His reductive reading of the figure of the aeroplane in Pylon discounts 
the fact that Faulkner chose to write about aeroplanes specifically and it does not 
take into consideration the author’s personal fascination with flying. Zeitlin’s 
perception of technophobia in Pylon echoes Pauline Degefelder’s interpretation of 
the barnstormers as “prototypical cyborgs, extensions of their machines and an 
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indictment of the technological system which has seduced and enslaved them.”640 
In contrast to Zeitlin and Degefelder, my analysis shows how the rich language and 
imagery that Faulkner uses to depict the barnstormers reveals an admiration for 
their commitment to flight and the flying machine. Similarly, Zoltán Simon views the 
aeroplane as being Faulkner’s choice for an “icon of technology”641 in the novel 
and argues that Faulkner uses it to express his “ambivalent feelings of fascination 
for aviation combined with his fears.”642 As I illustrate in this chapter, Pylon 
represents less Faulkner’s ambivalence about technology than his fascination for 
flight specifically in the field of barnstorming. In this novel he highlights the 
aeroplane’s liberating capacity, both physically and metaphorically. In doing so, 
Faulkner criticizes the things that people are bound to, such as familial obligations, 
societal expectations, and financial restrictions, that keep them away from pursuing 
their own creative desires. 
In contrast to Zeitlin, Degefelder, and Simon, Vivian Wagner, argues that Pylon 
and Faulkner’s other “airplane tales”643 portray “Modernist technophilia,”644 rather 
than technophobia, “literally a love for and fetishization of the machine—
particularly—in the case of the barnstormers and Faulkner’s stories about them—
the airplane.”645 Again, I argue that the aeroplanes in Pylon represent more than 
technology and to categorize Faulkner’s fascination with them as technophilia is to 	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overlook the cultural commentary Faulkner provides by portraying these 
aeroplanes in performance as opposed to in combat, as he does in his other 
“airplane tales.” As this chapter shows, Faulkner’s attention to technical detail in his 
descriptions of the aerobatic maneuvers highlights flight as spectacle and in doing 
so, he indicts Hollywood’s lack of appreciation for such skill in its profit-oriented 
culture. So, while the aeroplanes may take centre stage in Pylon, rather than 
indicating technophilia, I argue that this is done to re-focus readers’ attentions to 
take note of the technical skill involved in the performances to increase 
appreciation for the artistry involved in flying—appreciation which, as I will show, 
Faulkner found was lacking in Hollywood. 
Breaking away from these studies, Richard Gray’s reading of Pylon considers 
aviation history as he argues that the dualities and contradictions found in the 
figure of the pilot, Shumann, are based on the conflict within the response to 
Charles Lindbergh’s record-breaking transatlantic flight, stating, “[Lindbergh’s 
achievement was seen] as an anticipation of future technological miracles and as 
an affirmation of the values of the past.”646 In other words, whilst this generation 
(and the barnstormers) accepted and worked towards the wealth that the new, 
modernized world had to offer, they were also “irresistibly drawn towards” the 
simpler and purer values of the past, namely the individualistic, heroic ideal.647 The 
problem with this reading is that the heroism accorded to Lindbergh does not seem 
to have a place in the barnstormers’ world as they fly for different purposes. The 
barnstormers are characters who fly for the sole purpose of fulfilling their desire to 
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fly (as opposed to flying for the good of the nation or for commercial purposes) and 
I argue instead that the seeming complexity of Shumann’s motivations stems from 
this abstract and pure desire and appreciation of the sensations that flight imparts, 
rather than from the tension between the modern world and past ideals and values. 
The issue, then, is not that Faulkner “could never properly get to grips with” piloting 
and that “he could only report his confusions and leave it at that,”648 but that 
barnstorming presents a unique form of aviation in which flying was more for 
pleasure and entertainment than for commercial or political purposes. As I will later 
demonstrate, further study into the history of barnstorming will elucidate the 
barnstormers’ lifestyle choices and suggest that Faulkner was attempting to 
provide a portrayal of an alternative form of aviation that was free from narratives 
of heroism and nationalism. 
William H. Rueckert’s study seems to understand the idea that the barnstorming 
characters’s desire to fly is the entire foundation for their way of life. He notes, “All 
the members of the flight group (Roger Shumann, the Jumper, Laverne, the boy, 
and Jiggs) derive their beings from aeroplanes, verticality, flight, ascent.”649 
Furthermore, he argues, to “see this flight group as inhuman [which is how the 
Reporter first perceives them] is to fail to understand them,”650 asserting that, “the 
kind of flight which so completely possesses them is an almost exclusively human 
motive; these characters are really driven by the idealization of speed, power, and 
flight.”651 I add to Rueckert’s reading by situating Pylon within the historical context 
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of barnstorming and studying Faulkner’s own relation to it in order to shed light on 
the unconventionality of the barnstorming characters’ way of life. To understand 
the unique position of barnstorming within aviation history is to grasp the extent to 
which Faulkner diverts his focus from the internal lives and struggles of his 
characters to their outward experiences and sensations. In the first place, as Gray 
notes, Pylon began as a diversion from writing Absalom, Absalom! which he’d “got 
in trouble with” and “had to get away from.”652 But as he moves from the military 
fliers of his earlier stories to barnstormers, his focus also changes from the interior 
struggles of soldiers after the war to the external sensations of performance and 
spectacle. 
Joseph R. Urgo’s analysis of vomit in Pylon is worth mentioning here as he 
suggests that “When the reporter vomits he loses hold on the myth of his 
centrality.”653 Urgo argues that “the modernist quest to be located [at] the center of 
things,”654 or “the modernist sense of the whole”655 is rejected in Pylon, and when 
“we reject the subject itself as the center of its own experience […] then our eyes 
are less fixed upon character as the source of moral or ethical value.”656 Urgo’s 
postmodernist reading of Pylon is consistent with and accepts the abstractness of 
the barnstormers’ passion for flight. Moral and ethical values are not compatible 
with the barnstormers and it is thus unproductive to analyze their behavior in terms 
of such values. Faulkner’s narrative is liberated from the constraints of such values 
and the “modernist quest,” which appear prominently in Absalom, Absalom!. The 	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“faith in narrative reason, and authorial knowledge,” which can be found in the 
“ultimate modernist project” that is Absalom, Absalom!, Urgo contends, becomes 
“undone in Pylon, where all that is hoped for in the grand narrative is 
discredited.”657 Urgo’s argument further supports the idea of flight as a metaphor 
for escape and freedom in Pylon as he understands that the barnstormers are not 
tied down to traditional obligations and moral and ethical values. This chapter 
therefore expands Urgo’s argument by analyzing the ways in which flight is 
understood to be liberating. It also shows that the fascination with flight as 
spectacle illustrates a release from having to view flight in terms of its political or 
economic usefulness. However, it should be stated here that I do not read Pylon as 
a postmodernist work, given that the preoccupation with freedom and rootlessness 
is, I argue, not so much an acceptance of the abstractness of life than it is a 
commentary on the contraints of social convention and the oppression of creative 
experimentation in Hollywood. 
As is evident from Gray’s and Rueckert’s studies, due to the unconventionality of 
the barnstormers’ lifestyle, many critics choose to focus primarily on analyzing the 
barnstormers’ seemingly incomprehensible behaviors. For instance, Jeremey 
Cagle sees Pylon as “an interesting model of Darwinian human behavior worthy of 
examination,”658 and proceeds to analyse the characters’ relationships, particularly 
the “erotic triangle” between Shumann, Laverne, and Jack Holmes, using game 
theory.659 While studies like Cagle’s provide interesting theories as to the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
657 Ibid., p.132. 
658 Jeremey Cagle, ‘“I am now like the gambler”: Erotic Triangles and Game Theory in 
William Faulkner’s Pylon and If I Forget Three, Jerusalem’, The Southern Literary Journal, 
Vol. 43, No. 2 (Spring 2011), 32-54, p.38. 
659 Ibid., p.32. 
	   212	  
motivations for the unconventional relationships found in Pylon, I would argue that 
trying to justify their actions from a scientific, psychological, or economic angle 
takes necessary critical attention away from the creativity and appreciation of 
barnstorming presented in the novel. Such studies assume that the barnstormers’ 
behaviours have an underlying rationality that can be illustrated, which in turn 
reduces or undervalues the barnstormers’ intense attitudes towards flying that 
likely defy logic in the first place. In this chapter, I focus on the way in which 
Faulkner almost admiringly describes barnstorming and the barnstormers’ 
passionate attitudes towards it as a way of criticizing the increasingly capitalistic 
culture that has lost genuine passion and appreciation for the creative and 
performing arts. One of the ways in which Faulkner draws attention to 
barnstorming as a spectacle and an art form is by borrowing from cinematic 
techniques to emphasize and accentuate the skill, artistry, and creative efforts 
involved in the sport and performance. Faulkner, after all, according to Bruce F. 
Kawin, was “the most cinematic of novelists.”660 As I will demonstrate, the detailed, 
rich, vividly described imagery in Pylon that appears to imitate the film camera’s 
close-up enhances the spectacle of aviation, which emerges the most in 
barnstorming—a sport entirely revolved around visual performance—as opposed 
to other forms of aviation, such as military and commercial aviation.  
Ryuichi Yamaguchi’s study of Pylon, for instance, underlines the importance of the 
imagery of the text, as he highlights the “Waste Land” atmosphere of New Valois in 
the novel, arguing, “Garbage, or waste, itself is the sole product and end of earthly 
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life in Pylon.”661 However, such an interpretation underestimates Faulkner’s 
appreciation for the art of barnstorming and admiration for stunt-flying. As my 
analysis will show, the highly attentive, almost poetic language in the novel shows 
Faulkner’s appreciation and admiration of the barnstormers. David Seed, in 
contrast to Yamaguchi, in his brief look at Pylon understands that “the spectacular 
flights of the aviators are described as just that—spectacle.”662 Thus, this chapter 
adds to the critical discussion concerning the cinematic in Faulkner’s literature by 
looking at his personal involvement in barnstorming and his attraction to the 
spectacle of flight. I propose that his fascination with aerial performances that 
began when he was a child contributed to the development of cinematic traits in his 
novels, which helps to shed light on why, even in the “period preceding his arrival 
in Hollywood, Faulkner had already produced novels which, to many readers, 
appear to reflect the techniques of the cinema.”663 
3. Faulkner, Barnstorming, and Hollywood 
Faulkner’s Early Fascination with Flight from Childhood to the RAF 
Faulkner’s fascination with flight began when he was a young boy encountering 
stunt-fliers and aerial performers that came to visit Oxford. His younger brother, 
Murry C. Falkner, for instance, writes of a “momentous” event during their 
childhood when an air balloonist would embark from their town, for which “none 
was more keyed up with anticipation and wonder than Bill and John and myself.”664 	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Describing the event, he writes, “we beheld a sight never to be forgotten,” and 
proceeds to detail the “enormous, greyish black bag” attached to the ground, as 
well as the crew, which included “an incredibly dirty and surly white man and a very 
tall, gangling negro.”665 Clearly, the event made a significant impression on the 
young brothers. In Faulkner’s biography, Blotner writes of an incident where, 
having built an airplane using directions from a magazine, The American Boy, 
Faulkner’s brothers helped push him and the aircraft to get him airborne: “[The 
airplane] pitched as the tail rose and then swung through an arc and thumped 
upside down into the bottom of the ditch in a flutter of paper and beanpoles.”666 
Despite the crash, Blotner notes that Faulkner “continued to fill pages with pictures 
of goggled men in their frail, angular machines.”667 For Faulkner then, the 
spectacle of flight became of great value, being a source of entertainment in his 
childhood that fueled his imaginations. Undoubtedly, Blotner states, the air shows 
and magazines that were filled with reports of the latest developments in aviation 
became “material for stories as well as pictures.”668 
His interest in aviation eventually led him to join the Royal Air Force in Canada in 
1918 as a Private II, Cadet Pilot.669 As America had not yet entered the war at the 
time when Faulkner wanted to join the air force, he could not sign up as an 
American. So instead he “had to claim, and somehow prove, Canadian citizenship 
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for acceptance in that Air Force.”670 That Faulkner went to great lengths to enter 
the air force shows how eager he was to learn how to fly. He continued to sketch 
aircrafts and airmen when he was in the air force—material that can be viewed in 
the Special Collections of the University of Virginia Library, the main repository for 
his works.671 These sketches illustrate his continued interest in the spectacle of 
aviation. As Michael Millgate points out in his study of Faulkner’s time at the Royal 
Air Force, “whenever he had an opportunity to do so Faulkner would take his 
notebook out and quickly sketch the officers or N.C.O.’s who were taking the 
parade or giving the lecture.”672 
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Fig. 15. Faulkner’s sketches of military uniforms.673 
Notably, Faulkner’s collection of sketches feature not only aircrafts but also military 
pilots, with special attention paid to the details of their uniforms. It seems that a 	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large part of his fascination for aviation was really for the glamour of the image of 
the aviator and the spectacle of flight. Faulkner appears to have always been 
concerned with the visual, particularly that pertaining to his appearance, as 
depicted by his old friend, Jack Stone, in his reminiscences of the writer: “Another 
vivid impression I still have of Bill is his sitting at Mother’s dinner table in a rust-
colored Harris tweed jacket, a red bandana handkerchief in his pocket,”674 thus 
illustrating the care with which Faulkner dressed himself. Another account by A. 
Wigfall Green, of Faulkner’s involvement in the RAF, states that Faulkner had 
revealed he “liked the aviation uniform more than any other.”675 His letters to his 
parents also provide proof of his interest in the uniform as he writes, “I went down 
last night and got my britches. They are very nice looking ones, gray whip cord with 
light colored strapping on the inside of each knee.”676 In another recollection, his 
younger brother Murry writes that after Faulkner had returned, “while still in his 
RCAF uniform, he took mother to Memphis. Mother used to tell us what a 
commotion he caused. He was a fine figure in uniform as indeed it was in anything 
he ever wore. But this uniform stopped traffic.”677  
Faulkner’s fascination with the glamorous image of the heroic military aviator grew 
to the extent that he made up stories about himself to emulate the romanticized 
image of the brave, even wounded, hero. In his letters home during his time 	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training, for instance, he invented stories of eventful flights and crashes during 
training.678 Once he returned home, he even acted out the role of an injured 
military aviator, even though his training never reached the level where he would 
actually fly an aircraft.679 Blotner’s biography of Faulkner reveals that he used to 
fake a limp and his New Orleans friends had “believed it was another token, like 
the silver plate in his head, of the terrible war wounds from a plane crash.”680 
However his Royal Air Force Certificate of Service clearly states under the box 
“Marks, Wounds or Scars,” that the only injuries he ever sustained were, “Scar on 
back of neck, scar on inside of left knee,”681 which were barely anything to warrant 
a visible limp. These anecdotes nevertheless reveal how appealing Faulkner found 
the image of the injured military aviator and his letters home also show how 
fascinated he was with the stories that he could tell involving aeroplanes. 
This fascination emerges in his first short story, ‘Landing in Luck’, published in The 
Mississippian in 1919 just a year after he entered the RCAF. The aircraft featured 
in the story is the Curtiss JN-4H, more famously known as the Curtiss Jenny, and it 	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is credited as being America’s “most famous aeroplane in World War I.”682 It was 
the biplane used to train air cadets in the US and Canadian military forces at the 
time and would have been the plane that Faulkner studied during his training. His 
deep fascination with the aircraft shows in his portrayal of it in the short story and 
how it seems to become more than a machine—it is another character, and it can 
even be argued that it is the true protagonist of ‘Landing in Luck’. The short story is 
about a new cadet officer, Cadet Thompson, who keeps doing badly in his flying 
lessons and is criticized by his instructor for his lack of progress. Then, on his first 
solo flight, Thompson loses control of the aeroplane, leaving him “utterly beyond 
any human aid,” and “paralyzed […] his brain had ceased to function.”683 But 
Thompson somehow lands safely and is then lauded by his instructor and fellow 
students for having successfully maneuvered his way out of his dangerous 
predicament in the air. In actual fact, of course, the praise is undeserved as 
Thompson knows that he did nothing to cause the safe landing, but he decides to 
keep this fact to himself. The true hero of the story, then, is the aeroplane—indeed, 
it is the aeroplane that fulfills the title of the story as it finally, sibilantly, “struck 
again, solidly, slewed around and stood on its nose.”684 It is the aeroplane that 
receives the impact of the crash as “[its] tail touched, bounded, scraped again. The 
left wing was low and the wing tip crumped like paper. A tearing of fabric, a strut 
snapped.”685 While Faulkner’s description of the crash is brief, it nevertheless 
illustrates his fascination for the spectacle of flight as he appears to cinematically 
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zoom in on the aeroplane’s different parts—the wing, the tail, the fabric, the strut. 
While Faulkner may have been fascinated with the glamorous, romanticized image 
of the military aviator, this does not necessarily mean that his attraction to flight 
was motivated by a belief in, or support for, the militarist use of aeroplanes or even 
the purported heroism accorded to military flyers, judging by the undeserved heroic 
status given to Thompson in the story. Rather, Faulkner’s fascination for the 
idealized image of the military aviator attests to his good eye for material for 
stories—stories which he evidently loved to tell others and which he sometimes 
inhabited for the fun of it. As Millgate points out, “Even at this relatively early age 
[during his time as a cadet in the RAF], Faulkner seems to have been conscious of 
his potentialities as an artist, and it would be understandable if a young man 
seeking to assert his sense of his own distinctiveness were to exaggerate—and to 
allow others to exaggerate—the extent of his military and aeronautical 
experience.”686 His occasional tendency to “[spin] tall tales”687 has notably led to a 
“maze of conflicting statements surrounding [his] military service in World War I,”688 
which Gordon Price-Stephens tries to untangle in his study. Faulkner’s frequent 
statements that “he saw combat in France,”689 for instance, illustrates the “tall and 
misleading stories [he] loved to spin,”690 and, as Price-Stephens points out, 
“Faulkner may have occasionally yielded to the temptation to exaggerate his aerial 
accomplishments,”691 just like Thompson in ‘Landing in Luck’. As the story shows, 
Thompson uses his opportune situation to make himself seem heroic: he tells the 	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other cadets, “[I] put my tail down first and then drop by my left wing, so the old bus 
wouldn’t turn over and lie down on me.”692 The lighthearted parody of the figure of 
the heroic aviator in ‘Landing in Luck’ can even be argued to foreshadow what 
Laurence Goldstein asserts is the writer’s need to “[demolish] the old folklore, the 
old lies about the knighthood of the air”693 in his later texts. Pylon, particularly, 
shows his rejection of the stereotyped romantic view of the heroic military aviator 
as he chooses to focus instead on barnstormers. 
It also appears that Faulkner joined the air force primarily to learn how to fly and to 
get his flying license and not because he felt a sense of duty to serve. 
Unfortunately, the war ended before he could become a licensed pilot and he was 
clearly disappointed. In his letter to his parents on 24th November 1918, he states: 
“I am rather disappointed in the Royal Flying Corps, that is, in the way they have 
treated us, however. I have got my four hours solo to show for it, but they wont give 
us pilot’s certificates even. Nothing but discharges as second airmen. It’s a 
shame.”694 He seems to be unable to let go of the unfortunate situation as he 
continues to insist, “They might at least have let me have another hours solo flying, 
so I could have joined the Royal Aero Club and gotten a pilot’s certificate. As it is, I 
have nothing to show for my six months except my 18 pounds I’ve gained.”695 The 
restrictions surrounding the military’s process of getting a flying license—including 
having to be Canadian in the first place—might have been present in his thoughts 
as he wrote Pylon, where he gives his barnstorming characters the freedom to 	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pursue their dream of flight. 
Faulkner’s continuing interest in the spectacle of flight is illustrated in ‘With Caution 
and Dispatch’, which he wrote around 1932. ‘With Caution and Dispatch’ is of 
particular note as the short story shows his increasing familiarity with different 
aircrafts and the ways in which he uses their different  features to dramatize the 
action in the story. Moving away from the safe and reliable Curtiss Jenny, he turns 
to the Sopwith Camel, which was a fighter plane with highly sensitive controls that 
would intimidate inexperienced pilots. It did, however, have great maneuverability, 
which was perhaps its strongest point, even though it could not perform well or at 
all at high altitudes compared to other fighter planes like the Fokker.696 The highly 
responsive Sopwith Camel seems to be the perfect match for the recklessly daring 
protagonist, a young Johnny Sartoris, who also appears (alive, dead, and in the 
memories of other characters) in ‘Ad Astra’, ‘All the Dead Pilots’ and Sartoris, all of 
which had been written prior to this short story. The compatibility between Johnny 
and the Camel is evident in the story: as much as the aircraft resists and “shudders 
and labors”697 through Johnny’s reckless handling as he brings it to its limits, he 
also gives in to its demands, using the Camel’s maneuverability, thus 
acknowledging its best feature. The careful, diminutive movements of a “hair’s 
breadth” and a “feather’s weight”698 that Johnny commands and the Camel 
executes imply a sense of intimacy between them as they cooperate with each 
other. 
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The relationship between Johnny and the Camel makes for an exciting action 
sequence in the story, which appears to be what Faulkner sought: as Kawin points 
out, “The only use [Faulkner] made of ‘With Caution and Dispatch’ was to 
emphasize John’s difficulty in piloting Camels.”699 Johnny’s struggles eventually 
lead to the climactic crash: 
He was making a beautiful landing. He was making the best landing he had 
ever made; he was making the best dead-stick Camel landing he had ever 
seen. He had made it, the stick back to his stomach; he was on the ground. 
He was already reaching for the catch of his safety-belt when the Camel 
rolled into the moist depression which he had not even seen and stood 
slowly up on its nose.700 
The quickening pace of the passage underscores the build-up of tension right 
before Johnny realizes that the Camel is no longer under his control. Then, the 
pace suddenly shifts as the Camel “stood slowly up,” and this drastic change in 
pace intensifies the suspense by extending the moment before we find out whether 
or not Johnny survives. 
This passage also illustrates the cinematic traits that Faulkner is known for in his 
writing and also points out how his interest in flying contributed to his use of them. 
In order to properly convey the drastic change in the aeroplane’s movements, 
Faulkner can be seen to borrow from the cinematic technique of montage, which is 
used to illustrate “rapid shifts in time and space,”701 thus making the technique 	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useful for depicting complex flight sequences. (In fact, as Kawin observes, 
montage is one of the “central linguistic and structural devices in Faulkner’s 
fiction”).702 The rapid movement of the passage from the close-up of “the stick back 
to his stomach” to the bigger picture of him “on the ground,” reflects the technique 
in montage, whereby “shot A is ‘mounted’ next to shot B.”703 By placing the latter 
image immediately after the former, Faulkner is able to highlight the aeroplane’s 
almost erratic movements during the crash landing as well as provide different 
angles (both inside and outside the cockpit) from which to view the incident. 
Faulkner’s attention to the way in which he depicts and dramatizes the aeroplane’s 
movements is indicative of his focus on flight as spectacle and performance even 
in his own writing. 
Barnstorming, Aerial Circuses, and Stunt-Flying 
Compared to its military and commercial counterparts, barnstorming was a more 
independent form of flying where the airman could make his own decisions about 
what aircraft to fly, where to fly, and what hours he worked, thus giving him more 
freedom to spend his time up in the air. Barnstorming was a by-product of the 
Great War that left a surplus of pilots and aeroplanes without discernible purpose. 
As Paul O’Neil explains, “Young men who had been abruptly denied the 
excitement of flight were dismayed at the prospect of going back to classrooms or 
drugstore counters,”704 which Faulkner would have understood as he himself 
lamented the end of the war simply because it caused his training to be cut short at 
the Royal Canadian Air Force training school. Don Dwiggins articulates these fliers’ 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
p.136. 
702 Ibid. 
703 Ibid., p.135. 
704 Paul O’Neil, Barnstormers and Speed Kings (Fairfax: Time-Life Books, 1981), p.24. 
	   225	  
feelings well when he notes, “aviation had opened a brand new world of adventure, 
and the taste of flying behind stinking, oil-throwing engines was still strong in their 
mouths.”705 Notably, their less than altruistic motivations distinguish them from the 
romanticized image of aviator as a noble hero. The abrupt end to their careers, 
according to O’Neil, consequently produced “a locust-like invasion of the American 
countryside by dashing young fliers, and a new direction for aviation.”706 He 
describes their typical activities as follows:  
These restless ex-military pilots followed the sun as they barnstormed, 
traded five-minute rides for gasoline money or an occasional pint of 
moonshine whiskey, filched eggs from rural henhouses and boiled them in 
their breakfast coffee over campfires, and slept under the wings of their 
planes when darkness fell. They learned tricks of survival by necessity as 
they made their uncertain way, often without maps, over a countryside 
devoid of airports or weather forecasters.707 
The barnstormers’ rootlessness and their innovative “tricks of survival” that this 
description highlights is exactly what makes the barnstormers in Pylon 
unconventional and appealing to readers. For example, when Shumann suggests 
to the Reporter that they sleep in his house, stating, “It wouldn’t be the first time 
Jiggs and Jack and me have slept on the floor,” the Reporter agrees and regards 
them with “hushed quiet amazement,”708 wondering perhaps at the ease with which 
the group adapts to new environments. While they are a unique group of people, 	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their appeal is different from the widely-known image of the aviator-hero especially 
because they chose their way of life for their own pleasure, “follow[ing] the sun” 
rather than going where they can find more stable income. The amazement and 
fascination with their rootlessness is also reflected in the novel when people ask, 
“Where do people like that go?” and what “make[s] them move?”709 So, to read 
these characters in terms of the conventional aviation narratives of heroic military 
fliers is to misunderstand their motives and also to overlook the admiration and 
appreciation that lies behind Faulkner’s portrayal. 
The nomadic lifestyle of the barnstormers is not unlike that of the late nineteenth-
century hoboes—“migratory homeless men”710 that hopped on trains and followed 
railroads looking for work wherever they could find it. The figure of the hobo 
participates in the grand narrative of the American frontier and American westward 
expansionism—the story of “how the West was won”711 by adventurously seeking 
out, conquering, and settling in new lands. The hobo, then, was a “belated 
frontiersman,”712 sharing his adventurous spirit and rootless lifestyle. Many critics 
have commented on Faulkner’s ambivalent attiude towards the frontier, pointing 
out how he “recognizes the human obligation to order the world,” yet rejects the 
“imperative of domination” that is “often exhibited by settlers of the land.”713 Sarah 
Gleeson-White similarly notes that many of Faulkner’s texts such as Go Down, 	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Moses (1942) “enter an intense and ultimately unresolved struggle with these vying 
interpretations and expressions of US identity—economic, social and political—so 
frequently articulated in terms of the frontier throughout this era.”714 The 
barnstorming characters in Pylon, I contend, illustrate Faulkner’s longing for “the 
frontier tradition of rugged individualism and the strenuous life,”715 yet Shumann’s 
tragic death also indicates his awareness of the limits of, or dangers in, 
expansionist beliefs. As William D. Lindsey points out, there is a “myth of 
innocence” that underlies expansionist impulses—the particularly “American belief 
in the manifest destiny of an innocent messianic people to subdue and civilize”716—
that Faulkner warns against. Shumann’s death, then, marks Faulkner’s 
acknowledgement of the dangers of being too resolute or persistent in pursuing 
what one believes is right. Lindsey argues that this warning emerges in Absalom, 
Absalom!, especially with the downfall and murder of Thomas Sutpen, who naïvely 
believed in his own “absolute master[y]”717 to establish a plantation which “ruptures 
the land.”718 Expansionism, Lindsey asserts, “whether it be an expansionism that 
annexes more land or that subjects other peoples to a dominant culture—easily 
translates into exploitation of nature and domination of others.”719 Of course, 
Sutpen’s story in Absalom, Absalom! is a different story to Shumann’s in Pylon. 
While Faulkner focuses more on criticizing expansionism in the former, I argue that 
he takes the opportunity in Pylon to conversely express a “longing,” however 
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impossible it may be, “for the restitution of an idealized frontier past”720—the 
“longing for a western innocence”721 that expressed itself in the “rugged 
individualism” which Faulkner admired. Shumann’s death, then, becomes less a 
critique of frontier attitudes than a tragedy that echoes the tragic impossibility of the 
freedom to pursue one’s goals—particularly an unconventional and unprofitable 
one like barnstorming—without also being responsible for its consequences, such 
as Shumann’s inability to provide for Laverne’s unborn child due to lack of stable 
income in barnstorming. 
The barnstorming community also faced questions about the legitimacy or 
usefulness of their work by those who were hoping to establish a safe image of 
flying in order to encourage the growth of commercial aviation, which further 
highlights the loss of appreciation for the creative and performance arts in a society 
where things lose their value if they cannot make a profit. As O’Neil states, “These 
freewheeling barnstormers and speed kings and the self-appointed aircraft 
designers of the 1920s and 1930s were deplored by editorial writers, by 
government agencies and by manufacturers grown big enough to hope for an 
orderly and profitable aviation establishment.”722 An article published in Aviation—
which states that it is “The Oldest American Aeronautical Magazine” on its 
covers—in 1924 laments the “unsung” “deeds performed by gypsy fliers [who] are 
worthy of the pen of a Kipling,”723 and criticizes the unfavorable views towards 
barnstormers: “Others may preach commercial aviation, but they—the gypsy 
fliers—practice it, supplementing with their skill the doubtful merit of the plane they 	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fly.”724 The writer continues to defend the significant roles that barnstormers play in 
the field of aviation by insisting that they “are thus laying the foundation of 
America’s future greatness as a merchant air power—for they form, this very day, a 
reservoir of men probably unexcelled for flying skill and resourcefulness.”725 The 
article then goes on to give tips on how to make a profit as a barnstormer. The fact 
that the article—titled ‘Barnstorming and Making Money’—needs to express the 
legitimacy of barnstorming in capitalist terms underscores the devaluation of pure 
entertainment. As I propose in this chapter, Faulkner rejects this devaluation in 
Pylon by highlighting and foregrounding the exciting sensations and spectacle of 
flight as a way of reminding readers of the thrilling, pleasurable experiences that 
life has to offer besides work and other obligations. 
The entertainment industry itself, particularly Hollywood, furthered the 
marginalization of aerial performers and stunt pilots, thus making it more difficult for 
barnstormers to find a place in society where they could be appreciated and 
treated respectfully. Jacob Smith refers to “the stuntman’s paradox,”726 whereby 
stuntmen’s identities are necessarily kept hidden in order to “[maintain] the unity of 
the star image,”727 and as a result, “the more successful they are, the less they are 
known.”728 To be sure, when the aeronautical stunt man was first employed by 
motion picture studios in the early 1920s, barnstormers could find lucrative work as 
stunt pilots, making more money than by “carrying passengers, in a decrepit war 
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relic, at five dollars each.”729 A price list for a 1920s Los Angeles-based stunt-flying 
group called ’Thirteen Black Cats’, for instance, shows that to “Crash planes (fly 
into trees, houses, etc.) [costs] $1200,” a “Loop with man on each wing, standing 
up [costs] $450,” and to “Blow plane up in mid air, pilot chutes out [costs] 
$1500.”730 As Dwiggins explains, Hollywood was the “mecca of stunt pilots in the 
1920’s, boasted more airports than movie studios back in the days when Charles 
Lindbergh was just another airmail pilot.”731 But as the decade came to a close, 
“riotous dissension was brewing among the growing horde of tramp pilots trying to 
cash in on their talents by risking their lives for money in front of the cameras,” and 
as there were no unions to protect their rights, “producers hired only the best of the 
stunt flyers and paid them off in peanuts.”732 The callousness with which these 
barnstormers were treated in Hollywood can be detected in an article in Popular 
Mechanics in 1928, notably titled ‘Crashes Made to Order’. In Leland S. 
Jamieson’s observations, the director instructed the pilot to “take it easy […] If you 
can’t get free of the cockpit and down into the shell hole right after you crash, just 
take it easy and don’t spoil the shot.”733 Clearly, getting the film made took priority 
over their stuntmen’s lives, which reveals the extremity of the profit-oriented 
mindset prevalent in Hollywood. As one contemporary commentator astutely points 
out, “Hollywood’s a swell but coldly exacting customer.”734 
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Faulkner in Hollywood 
Faulkner himself experienced the harsh, profit-oriented culture in Hollywood when 
he came to work for the prominent film company, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, in 1932 
after having received a six-week screenwriting contract for $500 per week.735 While 
he was reluctant to head to Hollywood at first, his financial difficulties forced him to 
accept the offer. A letter he wrote to his wife, Estelle, at the end of 1931 shows his 
surprise at the kind of money that he could make in Hollywood for relatively short 
pieces of writing: “I have the assurance of a movie agent that I can go to California, 
to Hollywood and make 500.00 or 750.00 a week in the movies […] We could live 
like counts at least on that, and you could dance and go about.”736 Working in 
Hollywood made him aware of the tension between artistic freedom and 
contractual restrictions, and this tension also emerges in Pylon, particularly when it 
becomes necessary for Shumann to enter the flying competition in order to support 
Laverne’s unborn child (ultimately leading to his death). Faulkner’s ambivalent 
attitude regarding screenwriting, which Kawin points out has been a “much-
debated question,”737 was likely influenced by this tension. On the one hand, 
Faulkner was enthusiastic about being able to exercise his literary techniques in a 
more visual medium. For instance, one of the first screenplays that he wrote titled 
A Ghost Story in 1932 (later retitled as War Birds), illustrates this enthusiasm as it 
features a climactic, and perhaps overly melodramatic, ending in which the 
character Bayard’s horse soars over a jump as John Sartoris flies above in his 
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Sopwith Camel, saluting them, “his face bright, peaceful.”738 As Kawin notes, “it is 
evident that [Faulkner] put a great deal of imagination and emotion into realizing 
[the script],”739 and his passion for it emerges in the “[uncommonly] explicit 
directions for cutting and camera movement [which] suggest that Faulkner was 
working as hard as he could.”740 
On the other hand, the industry and the medium itself, appeared to be too 
restrictive for his ideas. As Blotner points out, there were problems with “narration, 
dialogue, and characterization,” and in the end, “It was probably [Howard] Hawks 
who divided the script into separate shots and numbered all 323 of them.”741 It 
should be noted here that Hawks, the director, was an admirer of Faulkner’s novels 
and short stories, and more importantly shared with him a deep passion for flying, 
which is perhaps what drew him to Faulkner’s writings and led him to approach 
Faulkner to be a screenwriter. It was with him that Faulkner flourished the most in 
Hollywood, and their “long and successful association”742 consists of collaborations 
on films—some of which notably feature aviation—such as Air Force, The Road to 
Glory, To Have and Have Not, The Big Sleep, and Land of the Pharaohs. However, 
there seemed to be too many restrictions within the film industry that Faulkner was 
not comfortable with. For example, when he was asked to write a part for the 
actress, Joan Crawford, in the film version of “Turn About” as part of MGM’s 
contractual obligations towards her, he defiantly responded, “I don’t seem to 
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remember a girl in the story.”743 Despite his reluctance, he nevertheless had to 
make the addition after Hawks simply explained to him, “That’s the picture 
business, Bill.”744  
Faulkner’s disillusionment with the film industry (not to be conflated with his 
perception of film as an artistic medium) is well-documented in his letters. In a 
letter to his publisher, Harrison Smith, in 1933, he writes of his financial difficulties 
while having two families to support after his father died, lamenting, “I shall have to 
write a short story every so often or go back to Hollywood, which I dont want to 
do.”745 He also told his brother Jack, “Nobody would live in Hollywood […] except 
to get what money they could out of it,”746 which is telling of his misery while he 
was there. A letter two years later shows that he still disliked the industry, stating, “I 
cannot and will not go on like this. I believe I have got enough fair literature in me 
yet to deserve reasonable freedom from bourgeoise material petty impediments 
and compulsion, without having to quit writing and go to the moving pictures every 
two years.”747 He especially abhorred the lack of appreciation for art or creativity in 
Hollywood, telling his friend, “This is a place that lacks ideas […] In Europe they 
asked me, what did I think? Out here they ask, ‘Where did you get that hat?’”748 For 
Faulkner, then, Hollywood was a place that stifled creativity and artistic 
experimentalism, especially if it could not be guaranteed to turn a profit. The lack of 
appreciation for the skill of its writers and performers was symptomatic of 
Hollywood’s profit-oriented mindset and made Faulkner see Hollywood as “the 	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corrupt center of commercial film production whose cultural influence is spreading 
dangerously across the imagination of the continent.”749 Notably, in Pylon Faulkner 
describes the distribution of “California moving picture films” across North America 
as “celluloid carr[ying] germs,”750 thus implying the destructive, diseased nature of 
the films that are mass-produced by a ruthless, capitalistic industry. This phrase is 
notably used in the description of Roger Shumann’s parents’ house, and they are 
understood to be traditional people as Dr. Shumann expresses his inability to 
understand his son’s decision to become a barnstormer. That the description of the 
negative effects of Hollywood is contrasted with the freespirited barnstormers is 
indicative of Faulkner’s indictment of Hollywood’s exploitative and profit-making 
culture, which he counters in Pylon by shining a much-deserved spotlight on the 
barnstormers. 
4. Pylon (1935) 
Apart from Faulkner’s financial struggles and his disillusionment with the film 
industry, he also resumed his flight training with flight instructor-turned-
barnstormer, Captain Vernon C. Omlie, which led to their collaboration in aerial 
performances as “William Faulkner’s (Famous Author) Air Circus” along with 
Faulkner’s brother, Dean.751 Faulkner was “finally [fulfilling] a boyhood dream,”752 
as he completed his training with Omlie in December 1933.753 In his records, 
besides his “Daybooks” in which he listed his expenses such as rent, he also kept 	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his Pilots log, which show the flights that he took during and after his training, 
signed also by Omlie.754 Initially, the flights were short, taking not more than an 
hour and made locally, then they increased in duration as he went further to New 
York and Washington.755 Some flights were marked as being “acrobatic”,756 thus 
showing Faulkner’s sustained interest in aerial performance. What likely also drew 
him to barnstorming was Omlie himself, who along with his wife Phoebe lived the 
sort of adventurous life of an aerial performer, which represented the 
unconventional kind of living “that fascinated Faulkner.”757 To him, Omlie and 
Phoebe’s liberated lifestyle, dedicated solely to their passion for flight, must have 
seemed appealing in comparison to his own, being responsible as he was for his 
family and having to make great efforts to make ends meet. 
Pylon, then, can be seen as a tragic literary portrayal of the kind of life that 
Faulkner perhaps wished could be possible—a life free from the burdens and 
responsibilities that he had. A letter to his agent, Morton Goldman in 1935, reveals 
his desire for freedom from responsibilites when he states his wish for his debt to 
be cleared so that he could “really write,” commenting, “The man who said that the 
pinch of necessity, butchers and grocers bills and insurance hanging over his 
head, is good for an artist is a damned fool.”758 This is perhaps why he gives the 
barnstormers in Pylon freedom from financial and familial ties (at first), allowing 
them to put their passion for flying at the center of their existence. Flying is thus 
also to be understood metaphorically as liberation from such obligations and also 	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aptly reflects the rootlessness of the barnstormers’ existences. This absence of a 
stable force consequently produces an unconventional group that cannot be strictly 
categorized as family nor colleagues, but whose bond is only explainable by their 
shared passion for flight. When the Reporter meets them for the first time, he 
describes them as being “four shades this moment out of the living world,” like “a 
citizen of the shadows.”759 The simile that he uses highlights a sense of 
impermanence about their existence that revolves around mobility—so fast do they 
move that they seem to become visually unclear, leaving behind mere shadows.  
The group consists of the pilot and assumed leader, Roger Shumann, his wife 
Laverne who used to jump off the aeroplanes in their performances and is now the 
group’s mechanic, her child Jack, the current jumper also called Jack, and Jiggs, 
an alcoholic mechanic who opens the story by reserving a pair of boots he sees in 
a store. His obsession with the boots is the first signal of the group’s obsession 
with mobility, which is further underlined when Jiggs says that he is from 
“Anywhere,” and that “The place I’m staying away from right now is Kansas,” as he 
still has “two kids there. I guess I still got the wife too.”760 Anything and anyone that 
can cause immobility is avoided, as the peculiar dynamics of the group also 
demonstrates: Laverne maintains a polygamous relationship with both Roger and 
the jumper Jack, who both seem to accept having to share a lover, which results in 
the ambivalence regarding the question of who the father of Laverne’s child is. This 
becomes a recurring joke with Jiggs, who provokes the child into hitting him 
whenever he asks, “Who’s your old man today, kid?”761 highlighting his lack of a 
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certain background or origin that keeps his identity fluid, ever-changing. Notably, at 
the end of the novel, the barnstorming unit disintegrates as each member moves 
away to a different place, yet again proving their inherent aversion to stability and 
to being tied down. 
Faulkner himself occasionally expressed his weariness towards responsibilities 
that come with traditional familial ties. In a letter he wrote in 1942, he states, “I 
have been trying for about ten years to carry a load that no artist has any business 
attempting: oldest son to widowed mothers and inept brothers and nephews and 
wives and other female connections and their children, most of whom I dont like 
and with none of whom I have anything in common.”762 His description of his 
relationship to his family is in stark contrast to the relationships between the 
barnstormers—most of which (with the exception of Laverne and her son) are held 
together not by familial ties, but by their love of flight. At the end of the novel, 
Laverne even leaves her son with Shumann’s parents and goes out on her own. 
Notably, in his letter to Malcolm Cowley about Ernest Hemingway, Faulkner 
laments the bonds of marriage, stating, “Poor bloke, to have to marry three times to 
find out that marriage is a failure, and the only way to get any peace out of it is (if 
you are fool enough to marry at all) keep the first one and stay as far away from 
her as much as you can, with the hope of some day outliving her.”763 Faulkner 
himself indulged in an extramarital affair when he was in Hollywood with Howard 
Hawks’s twenty-eight-year-old secretary, Meta Dougherty Carpenter, a Mississippi 
divorcee. It was clear that his affair with Carpenter was a form of escape for him 
from his own marital struggles with his troubled wife, Estelle: of their affair, 	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Carpenter wrote that “I could make him forget for hours on end that he was so far 
from home.”764 She was also a welcomed distraction from his unsatisfying work in 
Hollywood as he would “turn to her after a trying day at the studio.”765 
Such weariness of the burdens and responsibilities that he had especially as a 
husband and son can be read even earlier in ‘Honor’, which was written and 
published in 1930 in American Mercury and which foreshadows the love triangle in 
Pylon. The narrator, Buck Monaghan, in the opening scene quits his job just three 
weeks after joining and proceeds to relate a story about his past explaining that 
after the Armistice, “I took up wing-walking, to relieve the monotony.”766 Wing-
walking is also how he meets Rogers and his wife, Mildred, with whom he 
proceeds to have a short-lived affair. After he leaves them, he receives a letter 
stating that Mildred is pregnant and that she and Rogers want him to be the 
godfather, to which he remarks, “Funny to have a godfather that’s never seen you 
and that you’ll never see, isn’t it?”767 Both Monaghan’s restlessness and the birth of 
the unconventional family unit can be seen as an earlier version of the 
rootlessness of the barnstorming group in Pylon and suggests that Faulkner had 
been experimenting with the idea of unconventional relationships a few years 
earlier, possibly in response to his own weariness of his familial ties. 
It can be argued, then, that immersing himself in his flight training and participating 
in aerial performances with Omlie gave himself a chance to escape, albeit 
temporarily, from his personal struggles. In Pylon, he allowed his characters the 	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freedom that he could not have for himself. The barnstormers form deep 
connections to the aeroplane and to flight, rather than to each other, thus furthering 
their freedom from traditional obligations towards one another. Their close 
relationships to flight is underscored in the beginning of the novel when Jiggs 
observes that the aeroplanes prepared for the race “seemed to poise without 
weight, as though made of paper for the sole purpose of resting upon the 
shoulders of the dungareeclad men about them.”768 The simile that he uses, which 
notably likens what should be a heavy machine to something as light as paper, 
highlights his own unique perception of the aeroplane. Their seeming 
weightlessness reflects the rootlessness of the barnstorming group, which the 
Reporter notes when he remarks, “No ties, no place where [they] were born.”769 As 
if to highlight the close relationship between the barnstormers and the aeroplanes, 
they seem to mimick one another. Like the aeroplanes’ reliance on the mechanics, 
the barnstormers too occasionally need to “come in contact with the human race 
like in a hotel to sleep or eat now and then.”770 Further underlining the connection 
that the barnstormers have with their aeroplanes is the way in which the latter 
“appeared more profoundly derelict than the halfeaten carcass of a deer come 
suddenly upon in a forest,”771 which brings to mind the shadow simile the Reporter 
uses earlier to describe the barnstormers, as both seem to barely exist in the 
physical world and both make deep impressions on those who come across them 
for the first time, like the carcass of the deer “come suddenly upon” in the 
description. Their dilapidated state reflects the barnstormers’ dishevelled and grimy 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
768 Faulkner, Pylon, p.13. 
769 Ibid., p.39. 
770 Ibid. 
771 Ibid., p.14. 
	   240	  
appearance, which is highlighted when Laverne “drew the back of her hand across 
her forehead, leaving a smudge of grease up and into the mealcolored, the strong 
pallid Iowacorncolored, hair.”772 The parallels in the appearances of the 
barnstormers and their aeroplanes hints at the near-hybridity of their beings, 
underscoring the deep connection between man and machine.  
While their appearances are unappealing—particularly the likening of the 
aeroplane to decaying flesh—the language used to describe them is markedly vivid 
and detailed as it tries especially hard, for example, to capture the colour of 
Laverne’s hair, even creating intricate portmanteaux, “Iowacorncolored”, after 
having mentioned “mealcolored,” as if the latter is not enough to depict the colour. 
The same attention to detail can be read in the portrayal of Jiggs’s face, which has 
a “hard tough shortchinned face, blushaven, with a long threadlike and recently-
stanched razorcut on it.”773 Additionally, the diction is almost poetic as the 
aeroplanes are described as appearing to be “profoundly derelict,” and the mark on 
Laverne is portrayed using the sibilant and onomatopoeic phrase “smudge of 
grease.” The detailed language and attentive narration hint at an undertone of 
admiration for these characters despite their unappealing appearances and is 
reminiscent of Faulkner’s attention to detail in his sketches of aircrafts and soldiers’ 
uniforms. The narration’s close-up of Laverne’s hand as it moves is also similar to 
the cinematic technique of zooming-in on a subject and is almost reverent as it 
follows the slow motion from her forehead to her hair. The appearance of the 
barnstormers in this passage also bears resemblance to that of hoboes, who are 
referenced again when the Reporter detects a sense of “irrevocable homelessness 	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of three immigrants”774 about them. Considering Faulkner’s admiration for the 
frontier values of hard work and rugged individualism that the hobo culture 
exhibited, the admiration behind his portrayal of the barnstormers becomes 
clearer—their dilapidated states is a marker of their hard work and passion for 
flight. 
Note that Faulkner foregrounds the details of their appearance rather than their 
thoughts, which suggests that visual imagery in the novel is important. The novel 
significantly opens with Jiggs’s observation of aeroplanes in a photograph: “the trim 
vicious fragile aeroplanes and the pilots leaning upon them in gargantuan irrelation 
as if the aeroplanes were a species of esoteric and fatal animals not trained or 
tamed but just for the instant inert.”775 The likening of the aeroplanes to live, 
ferocious animals not only underscores the novel’s unique perception of them, but 
also highlights the idea of flight as spectacle as the mention of the words “trained” 
and “tamed” brings to mind the notion of circus animals. Additionally, the work of 
barnstormers or aerial performers are not unlike that of circus performers, which 
the pose of the pilots in the photograph appears to evoke. The figure of the 
aeroplane in this novel, then, is not the aeroplane in military aviation nor that in 
commercial transportation, but is the aeroplane in performance. Also notable is the 
fact that Jiggs sees this image in a photograph, which again suggests the 
importance of surface appearances, the spectacle, the performance.  
Nowhere is this idea more prominent than in the passage that recounts Laverne’s 
first time in an aerial act as a parachute jumper, where during the performance she 
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coerces Shumann, who was flying the plane at the time, into having “wild and 
frenzied” sex with her mid-air.776 The act is ostensibly not out of love for one 
another and not emotionally-based, but is a “blind and completely irrational 
expression”777 of their physical desire. What is highlighted in this passage is not 
love or some deeper emotion but pure, physical sensation as it highlights 
Laverne’s “perennially undefeated” and “victorious” body and Shumann’s own 
physical reaction as he waited “for his backbone’s fluid marrow to congeal 
again.”778 The anatomically detailed passage points to the pure, raw, exciting 
physical sensation that flight imparts, which adds to the spectacle of flight. 
Highlighting the importance of the spectacle is Laverne and Shumann’s decision 
that Laverne should wear a skirt for the performance: “they had decided that her 
exposed legs would not only be a drawing card but that in the skirt no one would 
doubt that she was a woman.”779 Laverne’s bold and daring attitude is perhaps also 
an allusion to the appeal of barnstormer Matilde Moisant, sister to famed 
barnstormer John Moisant, who, after receiving her flying license in 1911, began 
her barnstorming career. She is described as a “laughing, dark-haired beauty [who] 
caused gossips’ tongues to wag,”780 and once broke a blue law for exhibition flying 
on a Sunday: “When the sheriff sent men to arrest her, she spun her ship around, 
dusted them good and proper, and took off again, to land at nearby Moisant 
Field.”781 After Laverne’s own daring performance, she too was “arrested by three 
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village officers.”782 Both women’s bold attitudes signify their passion for flight, 
which Faulkner would have likely admired. 
The foregrounding of spectacle and sensation in Pylon is also noted in a 1935 New 
York Times review, which states that it “is a book that pounds on and batters the 
senses, that imparts the physical sensations of flying at 300 miles an hour.”783 
Coming back to the photograph of the aeroplanes at the opening of the novel, the 
image appears to foreshadow Shumann’s death in the air as the machines are 
likened to untamed animals, warning of their volatile nature. While they seem “just 
for the instant inert,”784 there is already a sense in the beginning that somewhere 
along the course of the novel, they will become uncontrollable. The plane that 
Shumann finally uses seems itself to be unpredictable, as its “blunt, a little 
thickbodied, almost sluggish” looks hide “its [paradoxical] lightness when moved by 
hand.”785 The subtle fast-forwarding of time in this opening scene points to the 
force of speed that permeates the structure of the novel as well as the 
barnstormers’ lifestyle, which is so fast-paced that they seem to come from the 
future rather than the present. The placement of the story in the future is therefore 
especially appropriate, even if Faulkner had done this ostensibly to lessen 
similarities of the story to real-life events and characters.786 The Reporter observes 	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that while he was talking to the barnstormers, “they did not appear to hear him, as 
though they had arrived too recently to have yet unclogged their ears of human 
speech in order to even hear the tongue in which the guide spoke.”787 The passage 
highlights a sense of alienness about the characters, emphasizing the idea that 
they are not of this time. To have placed them only a year ahead suggests that 
Faulkner had sensed the fast pace of the development of technology (along with 
societal changes and the impact of historical events such as the end of the World 
War) that would manage to infiltrate the way people lived in only a short amount of 
time. As illustrated in the novel, these changes were rapidly producing vast 
differences in lifestyles—the most apparent being the barnstormers’ nomadic 
existence and unconventional family structure with which the Reporter is at first 
uncomfortable. 
Accelerating the fast pace of the novel is the turning of the news cycle. Newspaper 
headlines are mentioned throughout the novel, which raises the awareness of time 
passing. One of the earlier headlines reads:  
FIRST FATALITY OF AIR  
MEET: PILOT BURNED ALIVE 
Lieut. Frank Burnham in 
Crash of Rocket Plane788 
Burnham’s fatal crash markedly foreshadows Shumann’s death and is an example 
of the brief fast-forwarding of time in the novel. This is one of the instances in 
which perhaps Faulkner borrows from cinematic techniques to illustrate a different 
experience of time, influenced by the increasing prevalence of technologies—	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particularly the aeroplane—that speed up the pace of life. It is worth noting here 
that the “black harsh and restrained”789 letters of the headline appear insensitive to 
the tragedy of Burnham’s violent crash. As Hugh M. Ruppersburg argues, the 
newspaper signifies the “[insufficient] capacity of language to express,”790 and the 
fact that the newspaper headline reduces the tragedy into eight words further 
underscores the insensitivity of commercial journalism. The newspaper’s ruthless 
condensing of the tragic event into a few words is also significantly reminiscent of 
Hollywood’s harsh treatment of stunt flyers. Time is also fast-forwarded and 
condensed in the schedules of the Mardi Gras event provided twice in the novel. 
The timetable for the event on Friday reads: 
Friday 
2:30 P.M. Spot Parachute Jump. Purse $25.00 
3:00 P.M. Scull Speed Dash. 375 cu. in. 
   Qualifying speed 180 m.p.h. Purse $325 (1,2,3,4) 
3:30 P.M.  Aerial Acrobatics. Jules Despleins, France. Lieut. Frank 
Burnham, United States.791 
That these timetables and newspaper headlines are clearly separated from the 
main text is important to note as these abbreviated accounts of the characters’ 
experiences contrast sharply with the literary portrayal of the barnstormers in the 
main text. In contrast to the way in which the newspapers see the barnstormers in 
terms of news stories to be sold, the main narrative that revolves around their lives 
is richly and vividly detailed, which signals Faulkner’s respect and admiration for 
the way they live their lives.  	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The portrayal of the barnstormers in the main narrative is also juxtaposed with the 
garish advertising for the newly-opened Feinman airport. The bills advertising its 
opening, for instance, state that the airport is dedicated to Colonel H. I. Feinman, 
“THROUGH WHOSE UNDEVIATING VISION AND UNFLAGGING EFFORT THIS 
AIRPORT WAS RAISED UP AND CREATED OUT OF THE WASTE LAND AT 
THE BOTTOM OF LAKE RAMBAUD AT A COST OF ONE MILLION 
DOLLARS.”792 The capitalization of the letters appears gaudy, and to include the 
amount that the Colonel spent on the airport in the advertisement seems tasteless. 
In contrast to the barnstormers who do what they do for almost nothing, the 
advertisement of the Colonel’s “effort” represents the tainting of passion by money 
or profit. This is especially relevant once we recall Faulkner’s astonishment at the 
large amount of money he can make in screenwriting—a sentiment which added to 
his conflicted feelings about his experience in Hollywood. As Blotner points out, 
Hollywood appears in his texts as “a symbol for corruption,”793 which reflects 
Faulkner’s dislike of the prioritization of profit above all else. The barnstorming 
characters, who “dont need money; it aint money they are after anymore than it’s 
glory,”794 are therefore the antitheses of Colonel Feinman and the capitalist 
institutions that he stands for, whose greed for profit and status are hidden beneath 
a veneer of magnanimity. The mention of “waste land” in the airport dedication 
echoes another reference to T.S. Eliot occuring in the title of the penultimate 
chapter, ‘Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock’. This reference to Eliot’s modernist poem 
becomes significant once we recall Urgo’s argument that Pylon was Faulkner’s 
postmodernist venture away from the more modernist Absalom, Absalom! that he 	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was writing at the same time. In Pylon, Faulkner seems to purposely subvert the 
modernist quest for significance or value as the wasteland creates not something 
meaningful or constructive, but an airport—a site of chaos, rootlessness, and 
transition where aeroplanes come and go and nothing meaningful or constructive 
really occurs, thereby undermining Colonel Feinman’s “charitable” efforts. Here, 
Faulkner seems to question whether the lack of productivity in the land—and in the 
barnstormers’ pursuit of flying—even matters. If Eliot lamented the infertility of the 
“waste land,” then here Faulkner challenges the longing for productivity, the 
prioritization of meaning over passion and creativity, however chaotic or abstract 
they may seem. By calling into question the need to be traditionally, financially or 
socially productive, Faulkner allows the barnstormers the freedom to fulfill their 
desire to fly without having to answer to such conventions, at least in this novel. 
The inclusion of the newspaper headlines, advertisements, and timetables as part 
of the narrative is also similar to the film technique of montage as prose, headlines, 
and timetables are placed alongside one another. Other cinematic traits can be 
detected in the way that time is fast-forwarded (in the foreshadowing of Shumann’s 
death) and slowed down (for example in the description of the movement of 
Laverne’s hand). “Rapid crosscutting”795 can also be detected as the past is 
brought into the present (as in the case of the newspaper headlines and the 
recollection of Laverne’s first jump) along with the future (in the case of the 
timetables). Such techniques enhance the jarring sensation of reading the novel as 
the pace becomes erratic, perhaps also reflecting the intricate movements of flight 
in performance. In Shumann’s final flight, for instance, he first flies “fast: he’s flying 
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twice as far as the rest of [the flyers],” then he makes “a turn that was almost a skid 
yet holding his position,” and suddenly he “converge[s] toward the second pylon,” 
after which he flies “cautiously high […] waft[ing] lightly upward.”796 The speeding 
up, slowing down, and rapid transitions between the two reflects the disorienting 
experience of reading the novel and recalls Urgo’s argument that Pylon “offers no 
guidance or rationale for locating it and calling it ‘probably right.’”797 Pylon’s lack of 
rationale also undermines the questioning of the barnstormers’ motives, as the 
question of the morality or ethics of their single-minded pursuit becomes irrelevant. 
What is important in the novel, we must remember, is not whether the 
barnstormers’ lifestyle choices are morally or ethically justified, but to point to the 
obscuring of one’s passions and desires due to such issues of morality and ethics, 
which is why flight is foregrounded as spectacle in the novel rather than placed at 
the center of a debate about its benefits and disadvantages. 
The narrative moves relentlessly forward as if flying the reader towards the end 
and as if trying to impart the physical sensation of speed to the reader. Again, 
Faulkner appears to foreground or prioritize the sensation and experience of 
speed, rather than deliberate over its significance or question why the experience 
matters. Just as the barnstormers keep moving from place to place in search of 
opportunities to fly, there seems to be a sense of refusal within the narrative to 
pause or linger at certain moments, phrases, or words, which implies a more 
carefree or nonchalant attitude towards the notion of value or meaning. Faulkner 
fashions, for instance, portmanteau words such as “painwebbed”798 and 
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“scarcetasted,”799 almost without any lengthy consideration as to whether the 
meanings of the words “pain,” “web,” “scarce,” and “taste,” are compatible enough 
to be fused together. Additionally, these portmanteaux reinforce the sensation of 
speed when reading as the reader does not have to pause between two single 
words. The elimination of the space between the two words to form one also 
reflects the seeming obliteration of space or large distances when one is able to 
travel quickly and easily across them. Despite a few moments where the narrator 
lingers on a description of a certain moment, object, or character, the narrative 
always seems to move quickly from one thing to the next. When the Reporter 
drinks, for example, “he raised the cup as he had the final glass before he left 
home; he felt the hot liquid channeling down his chin too and striking through his 
shirt against his flesh, with his throat surging and trying to gag and his gaze holding 
desperately to the low cornice above the coffeeurn he thought of the cup exploding 
from his mouth […]”800 The narrative moves quickly from the cup, flashes back to 
the Reporter’s previous drink, then shifts to the physical sensation of the liquid 
moving down his chin to his shirt. After that, multiple perspectives are given 
simultaneously—signified by the use of the conjunction “and”—of his throat surging 
and gagging, of his gaze trying to look above the coffee urn, and also of his 
thought of the cup exploding.  
Not only does the narrative move quickly, then, but it also emulates the aeroplane’s 
mobile aerial view as it gives a multi-angle perspective of what happens. 
Significantly, when we reach the end of the novel, there is no concluding full-stop. 
We are left with the note that the Reporter leaves his boss, Hagood, telling him to 	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“come down [to Amboise st.] and look at me and when you come bring some jack 
because I am on a credit”.801 The absence of the full-stop suggests a rejection of 
an ending that effectively closes the story. Without the full-stop, the characters 
presumably keep moving forward into the future, which is less a remark on 
progress than it is on the barnstormers’—and now the Reporter’s—rootlessness 
that keeps them liberated from the restrictions of social conventions and financial 
and familial obligations. 
Despite the modernist and cinematic techniques that he employs, Pylon still 
remains one of Faulkner’s least experimental novels in comparison to his more 
prominent works such as The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom! The 
novel has a continuous, chronological structure, only once pointedly going back in 
time to refer to Laverne’s first jump. The seven chapters are of similar length, and 
with the exception of the final two chapters, ‘Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock’ and 
‘The Scavengers’, the other chapters’ titles refer to the respective events or period 
of time that each chapter details, such as ‘Dedication of an Airport’, which 
chronicles the events surrounding the opening of the Feinman Airport. As Peter 
Lurie argues, “Pylon is not as recognizably modernist” as his other novels, 
considering that it is set “almost completely in unified space,” and, “following a 
series of events that take place over a circumscribed period of time, Pylon makes 
use of few of the narrative and temporal ruptures that characterize high-modernist 
experimentation.”802 In addition to this, Lurie explains, Faulkner uses a single 
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narrative voice and perspective that make the novel “relatively straightforward,”803 
which is why he excludes the work from his study of Faulkner’s texts. I would argue 
that the relatively traditional, straightforward structure of the novel, for one thing, 
lets the unconventionality of the barnstorming characters take centre stage. 
Furthermore, the unified structure reflects the barnstormers’ single-minded 
commitment to the pursuit of flight—a pursuit that they unquestioningly believe in, 
illustrated by the fact that they do not once question their motives, even if the 
people outside of their group do. The barnstorming group’s unity is demonstrated 
when they silently work together to fix the aircraft: “They worked quiet and fast, like 
a circus team, with the trained team’s economy of motion, while the woman passed 
them the tools as needed; they did not even have to speak to her, to name the 
tool.”804 The team’s unity, as they work swiftly and smoothly together, is reflected in 
the continuous structure of the sentence itself that, rather than breaking the 
sequence into different sentences, packs the description into one with the commas 
enhancing the sense of swiftness in the characters’ actions. While their steady and 
seamless actions may be construed as being hostile and machine-like, the simile 
of being “like a circus team” counters this reading as a circus is made up of 
humans and live animals rather than non-living objects and machines. That they do 
not need to communicate verbally also points to their deep connection to each 
other, rather than a lack thereof, much like animals that communicate in a way that 
humans cannot comprehend. So, despite the less experimental (and therefore less 
modernist) structure of Pylon, once we consider Faulkner’s fascination with 
barnstorming and admiration for barnstormers, we can see that the structure of the 	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novel serves a rather unconventional subject, i.e. the seemingly meaningless act of 
flight and performance, which in this novel is viewed appreciatively and admiringly. 
The modernist element in Pylon, it seems, is in the unconventional subject matter, 
which can only be detected once we critically consider barnstorming and place the 
novel within its historical context. 
The Reporter’s insistence in the beginning that the barnstormers “aint human”805 
foreshadows his thoughts about their genuine passion that is devoid of financial 
gain. “Because they dont need money; it aint money they are after […] And they 
dont need money except only now and then when they come in contact with the 
human race,”806 the Reporter surmises, distinguishing between the barnstormers 
and the rest of the “human race.” Society’s increasingly profit-oriented mindset 
emerges most prominently after Shumann’s death which causes the reporters to 
question his motives for flying an unstable aeroplane in the stunt-flying competition: 
“Those guys like money as well as you and me,” a reporter surmises, “She 
[Laverne] would have bought herself a batch of new clothes and they would have 
moved to the hotel from wherever it was they were staying.”807 As it turns out at the 
end, Shumann desperately needs to enter and win the competition to help support 
Laverne’s unborn child. It is noteworthy that Shumann’s tragic death is connected 
to familial responsibility and financial issues as it illustrates how money and family 
can be restrictive and destructive as they prohibit the freedom to pursue one’s 
goals and desires. Shumann’s ties to family and money also echo Faulkner’s own 
weariness of his burdens and financial responsibilities. Laverne, too, makes a 
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significant sacrifice as she ultimately leaves her son Jack with Shumann’s father, 
telling him, “I don’t know whether I can buy him enough food to eat and enough 
clothes to keep him warm and medicine if he is sick.”808  
As the spectacle and sensation of flight takes precedence over traditional 
obligations in Pylon, Faulkner highlights modern society’s inability to appreciate the 
former because of the latter. In an interview conducted after the novel was written, 
Faulkner acknowledges that there was something “immoral” about the way in 
which “those frantic little aeroplanes [dashed] around the country,” and how “[the 
barnstormers] just wanted enough money to live, to get to the next place to race 
again.”809 He states, “They were outside the range of God, not only of 
respectability, of love, but of God too.”810 But this is not to say that Pylon was 
written as an indictment of their unorthodox lifestyle choices. Rather, “What the 
writer’s asking is compassion, understanding, that change must alter, must 
happen, and change is going to alter what was.”811 It is the Reporter who 
undergoes this process of understanding the barnstormers as he gets more 
involved in their affairs. After having rushed through forty miles in a plane, “his skull 
[was] still cloudy with the light tagends of velocity and speed […] he had never 
become conscious of the sheer inertia of dimension, space, distance through which 
he had had to travel.”812 Notably, after his experience, his mind becomes empty of 
thought and is instead filled with the remains of the physical experience of speed—
he has now become aware of the immensity of the physical sensation of flight and 	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is no longer preoccupied with the barnstormers’ lack of traditional values. After 
Shumann’s death, the Reporter seems to reach a deeper level of understanding, 
marked by his vomiting: “as though his throat and the organs of swallowing had 
experienced some irrevocable alteration of purpose […] which would forever more 
mark the exchange of an old psychic as well as physical state for a new one.”813 
The purging of his insides leaves him feeling “profoundly and peacefully empty,” 
with a taste in his mouth “not of despair but of Nothing.”814 The emptying of his 
insides, further underscored by the word “Nothing,” with the first letter capitalized, 
signals the relinquishment of his past judgments and concerns of what is right and 
what is wrong. When he first meets the barnstormers, he is enraged at their 
unconventionality and seeming irresponsibility: “The reporter glared at them all now 
with his dazed, strained and urgent face. ‘The bastards!’ he cried. ‘The son of a 
bitches!’”815 His first impression markedly contrasts with the “profoundly and 
peacefully empty” feeling he experiences near the end of the novel. 
As if to further prove his transition to a “new state,” the Reporter transforms into a 
writer of fiction from being a reporter of “information.”816 In the closing passage, the 
copyboy peruses his discarded papers and finds that he wrote about Shumann’s 
crash in a style that was “not only news but the beginning of literature,” that states 
that Shumann’s competitor on his last flight was “Death, and Roger Shumann 
lost.”817 In contrast to news reports, his writing is more creative as he personifies 
death as the competitor, signalled by the capitalized first letter. It reveals his 
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newfound appreciation for creativity and style, perhaps taken from the 
barnstormers’ own respect for performance and spectacle. It is also worth noting 
that the copyboy finds these papers in the trash, which signifies the Reporter’s 
refusal to participate in the commercialization of news stories, thereby rejecting 
capitalist endeavours. The placing of the papers in the trash draws a parallel to the 
likening of the aeroplanes to decaying flesh, and also points to the barnstormers’ 
existential crisis as they question their place or value within society. While the 
novel ends on a tragic note, the Reporter’s transformation relays Faulkner’s hopes 
that the novel itself can make readers aware of the value of pure passion, 
performance, sensation, spectacle, and artistry. In his letter responding to Marjorie 
Lyons in 1950, he reveals that the Reporter in Pylon “had no name. He was not 
anonymous: he was every man,”818 which hints at his hopes that Pylon will 
resonate with all who read it, just as the barnstormers affect the Reporter. 
5. Conclusion 
In the same year that Pylon was published, Faulkner’s short story, ‘Uncle Willy’ 
came out in American Mercury. Through a teenage boy’s narration, it tells the story 
of Uncle Willy Christian, a drugstore owner and a drug addict, who is idolized by 
the narrator as well as the other boys in the village. In the story, he is “made to quit 
dope”819 by the religious, conservative locals, namely Reverend Schultz and Mrs. 
Merridew, but he later escapes their grasp and marries a prostitute he found in 
Memphis who eventually leaves him when she is told he is bankrupt. In the end, 
Uncle Willy escapes from the town to pursue barnstorming, bringing the narrator 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
818 Blotner, Selected Letters, p.301. 
819 William Faulkner, ‘Uncle Willy’, Collected Stories (London: Vintage, 1995), pp.225-248 
(p.227). 
	   256	  
along to help him, and ends up crashing to his death as he tries to escape from 
Mrs. Merridew. The story is based on a real-life person, Uncle Bob Chilton, who 
died in an automobile accident in Oxford the previous year, and who also owned a 
drugstore frequented by the local boys for ice cream. Like Uncle Willy, Uncle Bob 
“had taken to strong drink and wild women, regretting evidently a youth spent in the 
acquisition of respectability and money.”820 In light of this, Harrison suggests, “The 
aeroplane is to Uncle Willy what it must have been to Faulkner himself in those 
days—a means of escape.”821 Even in the film version of Pylon, The Tarnished 
Angels, the director Sirk asserts that the aeroplane represents “youth” and 
“happiness” that so often eludes those overly concerned with social and moral 
obligations.822 Although flying only appears at the end of ‘Uncle Willy’, its 
seemingly frivolous nature and the aeroplane’s role as a vehicle of escapism 
reiterates Faulkner’s concerns with flight as an experience in itself, rather than as a 
form of transportation or war machine. Additionally, like the barnstorming 
characters in Pylon, Uncle Willy is seen as the “eccentric, resolute 
nonconformist,”823 who abandons responsibilities, which again shows Faulkner’s 
interest in liberated characters. For him, then, the appeal of flying is not that it is a 
brave, heroic, or even useful activity, but that it is an act of enjoyment and of 
fulfilling one’s desires, and this aspect of it is just as valuable and meaningful as 
flight’s other politically and commercially beneficial significances. 
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Moving on from the field of barnstorming, in the next chapter I turn to the 
burgeoning industry of commercial aviation in 1930s America and discuss its role 
in John Dos Passos’s later writing. If Faulkner uses flight as a metaphor for escape 
from the capitalist world of Hollywood, then Dos Passos, I argue, sees the 
aeroplane as a powerful vehicle for capitalism as it influences its passengers’ 
perceptions of the world below them: what was once a vast, mysterious world 
becomes simplified and reduced to a quantifiable and conquerable place by the 
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Chapter 4 
“Huddled in a Knot, Hard and Cold, Pitched Like a Baseball Round 
the World”: Alienation and Aviation in John Dos Passos’s 
Airways, Inc. and The Big Money 
1. Introduction	  
On lovers of travel and adventure like John Dos Passos, flying would have 
certainly made a significant impression. Traveling to and within foreign lands 
always seemed exciting to him, which is evidenced by his frequent travels 
throughout his lifetime. Even a “third-class passage” on an ocean steamship 
towards Leningrad appeared to him to be “the grandest thing in the world.”824 Dos 
Passos also had a penchant for observing the natural landscapes—a passion that 
the aeroplane could have nurtured through offering an aerial view of the world. 
Trekking through Asolo in January 1918, during his time in Italy as an ambulance 
driver, he marvels at the “hills & valleys with the changing colors of the mountains,” 
declaring that “Every glimpse of Asolo composes into a view of full delight—
through every arch—the whole world seems to open up.”825 His appreciation of the 
landscape comes through in the generosity of his prose and the reverent tone he 
uses to illustrate the majestic scenery. 
Yet, the only written recollection that can be found of his first flight is in a brief 
passage in his travel book, Orient Express (1927), and another one included in his 	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memoir, The Best Times (1968), written more than 40 years after the event in 
1926. In the latter, he only dedicates a single paragraph to the experience: 
I somehow wangled a passage on the mailplane. It was my first plane ride. I 
was the only passenger. I sat on the mailbags facing the begoggled pilot, 
sheltered only by a canvas flap. God what a cold ride. The plane bucked like 
a bronco. Rain clouds lashed us. We flew through sleet. Tangier, Malaga, 
Alicante, Barcelona… somehow I managed to reach Cette without throwing 
up on the mailbags. From then on to Paris by the night train.826 
Those familiar with Dos Passos’ travel writing would recognize the stark contrast 
between this brief, unadorned description of his trip, and the poetic, colourful, and 
generous prose usually found in these accounts. The plain, descriptive, staccato 
sentences make it clear that he did not take to flying and at a later point, Dos 
Passos even “spurned the obvious, a hop in a British army plane to Marseille,”827 in 
favour of a long, arduous camel ride. But this is not to say that the experience did 
not make an impression on him. The fact that he could still remember the cold, the 
forceful rain, highlighted with the onomatopoeic word “lash”, the jerky movement of 
the aeroplane, which is emphasized by his use of the “bronco” simile, even more 
than 40 years later indicates that it was a memorable experience. The negative 
impression that this first flight gave him seems to have emerged in his writing as 
well, as flights often injure and kill his characters, the aviators in his stories are 
often greedy and immoral like Charley Anderson in The Big Money (1936), or 
become failures, downtrodden by what Bill Cermak in an earlier draft of The Big 	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Money refers to as “profiteers.”828  
This chapter argues that Dos Passos’s first experience of flight played an 
instrumental role in the writing of his post-1926 works, Airways, Inc. and The Big 
Money. It is my contention that flight made clear to him the radical changes to 
one’s perceptions of the environment brought about by the aeroplane’s capacity to 
alienate people from the world below them and from each other—specifically the 
dangerous reduction and simplification of the vast world below into easily 
conquerable lands and structures. Dos Passos appears to warn of what Michel de 
Certeau terms “the fiction of knowledge” that he associates with the bird’s-eye 
view, which “distance[s]” the viewer and allows the viewer to “read” the world 
below—“to be a solar Eye, looking down like a god.”829 Dos Passos and de 
Certeau’s interpretation of the aerial view is notably in contrast to Woolf’s and 
Lindbergh’s readings of it that emphasize its inclusivity. However, this is not to say 
the aeroplane simplifies one’s experience of the world. While places below appear 
simplified in flight, they nevertheless pass by quickly as one flies at great speed, 
producing a rather chaotic and disorienting experience and perception of the world 
below. As I will show, the realization of these changes to one’s perception of the 
world by the aeroplane precipitated a necessary change in Dos Passos’s literary 
technique in order to better portray what Jeffrey T. Schnapp calls the “fundamental 
perceptual and psychic changes in human subjects.”830 These changes, Schnapp 
asserts, “blur the distinction between the categories of realism and the 	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hallucinatory or the fantastic [to the extent] that they demand a rethinking of the 
commonplace notion that modernism marks a revolt against naturalism.”831 If the 
seemingly unreal or disorienting experience brought about by the aeroplane was 
becoming the norm, then Dos Passos needed to incorporate the disorienting effect 
of flight into his texts in order to accurately convey the changing way in which one 
experiences American social reality in the twentieth century.  
The boom of the aviation industry in the late 1920s and early 1930s is another 
factor that encouraged Dos Passos to consider a shift in literary technique. I show 
how he uses the stage, the props, and the sound effects in Airways, Inc. to convey 
a more interconnected world where escape is no longer possible from the 
corporate institutions that are gaining more power with the help of the expanding 
aviation industry. I also attempt to shed new light on the innovative modernist form 
of the U.S.A. trilogy that uses Newsreels, Biographies, and Camera-Eye sections 
to convey the complexity of the picture that presents itself to someone flying in an 
aeroplane: just as the aeroplane flies Dos Passos swiftly over a blur of cities, 
“Tangier, Malaga, Alicante, Barcelona…” so do his readers experience twentieth-
century America through technologically-captured snippets (print media, cameras, 
etc.). For example, the novel’s contents page shows that the first part of The Big 
Money moves from a narrative focusing on Charley Anderson to a Newsreel 
section, to a TIN LIZZIE biography, and to another Newsreel section before moving 
on to a narrative focusing on the character Mary French.832 Consequently, the 
result of reading the trilogy is just as disorienting as Dos Passos’s flight was, hence 
also trying to encapsulate the experience of living in America in the 1920s and 	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1930s. 
In order to illustrate the extent to which Dos Passos’s first flight affected his literary 
style, I compare his works before 1926, namely One Man’s Initiation: 1917 (1920) 
and Three Soldiers (1921), with his texts after he had his first experience of flight, 
including Airways, Inc. and The Big Money. I show how his earlier depictions of 
aviation express his ambivalent feelings of fear and awe towards the military flying 
machines that he encountered during his time serving in the military as an 
ambulance driver in Paris during World War I. I also demonstrate how his literary 
prose during this time was more conventional, exhibiting few examples of the 
fragmentary, discontinuous style that characterizes his later works. In the second 
half of the chapter, I show how the aviation industry boom in 1920s and 30s 
America as well as Dos Passos’s first experience of flight contributed to a shift in 
his perception and in his literary portrayal of aviation. In order to criticize the 
harmful effects of technology on one’s perceptions, Dos Passos needed to 
demonstrate such effects (such as alienation of the individual and disorientation in 
one’s experience of the modern world) in his narratives. Aeroplanes in his later 
texts, I argue, are aggressive vehicles of capitalism as their incomparable speed 
and alienating aerial views reduce the complexity of geographical structures and 
dehumanize people by turning them into quantifiable and exploitable products. I 
demonstrate how Dos Passos’s experimentation with different literary techniques 
and narrative forms (such as the Airways, Inc. play and the Camera-Eye and 
Newsreel sections in The Big Money) was in part a critical response to the rapidly 
expanding aviation industry and its contribution to “the technologically-mediated 
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nature of modern experience.”833  
2. Previous Studies of Aviation in Dos Passos’s Texts 
Given the fundamental pessimism that can be found in most of his major works in 
the 1920s and 1930s, Dos Passos’s critical portrayal of flight and the aviation 
industry is unsurprising, as he replays in various circumstances the story of the 
individual’s defeat against powerful, mechanized industries and institutions, be they 
media corporations, the army, or manufacturing industries. Critics have repeatedly 
pointed out that his stories feature not the human characters, who merely pass 
through in short, fragmented passages, but the social, political, and economic 
structures that make up the city of New York, as in Manhattan Transfer (1925), or 
the nation, as in the U.S.A. trilogy. For example, a review of the latter written in 
1938 states: “Dos Passos has chosen the whole of the United States as his 
subject; therefore, social forces, rather than individuals are his protagonists,”834 
effectively leaving the characters helpless against their circumstances.  
Recent critics such as John Carlos Rowe can be seen to agree with this idea. 
Rowe comes to the conclusion that “only those who recognise the flexibility of the 
boundaries of class, sexuality, gender, and nation have any chance of avoiding the 
illusions that trap or destroy most of the characters,”835 and cites the power of 
“influential mass media, like the newspaper and film” when working as 
“propaganda to convince individuals to accept the artifices of city, nation, and class 
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as true and natural.”836 His study comes back to the idea of the individual being 
manipulated and defeated by larger, external forces outside of his or her control. 
Likewise, David Seed, in a study that considers the impact of cinema on literature, 
reiterates the absence of the individual’s uniqueness in the face of the 
overwhelming forces of the city in Dos Passos’s use of montage in Manhattan 
Transfer, stating that recurring scenes imply that “no one’s experience is unique to 
himself or herself,” and that the effect of obscurity as a result of the montage “is 
strategic because Dos Passos repeatedly dramatizes overlaps in his characters’ 
fortunes.”837 This chapter thus adds to the discussion concerning the obscuring of 
the individual’s uniqueness in Dos Passos’s texts by shedding light on how the 
rapidly-growing aviation industry contributed to the increasing powerlessness of the 
individual against corporate forces. 
It is perhaps because of the prominence of the theme of individual powerlessness 
that previous studies of aviation in Dos Passos’s literature veer away from 
discussing flight and the unique characteristics of the aviation industry in favor of 
discussing the writer’s criticism of capitalism. For example, John William Ward 
argues that in the U.S.A. trilogy, the “meaning of America, its initial promise, has 
been lost as Americans have gone whoring after false gods.”838 Ward suggests 
that as a way of illustrating this issue, Dos Passos “consciously inverts”839 the 
figure of Lindbergh in the character of Charley Anderson in The Big Money, who, in 
contrast to Lindbergh, eventually succumbs to greed, power, and lust in his 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
836 Ibid. 
837 David Seed, Cinematic Fictions: The Impact of the Cinema on the American Novel up 
to World War II (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2009), p.134. 
838 John William Ward, Red, White, & Blue: Men, Books, and Ideas in American Culture 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1969), p.46. 
839 Ibid., p.56. 
	   265	  
success in the aviation industry, leading to his downfall. Similarly, Laurence 
Goldstein states that “Anderson’s decline into grasing materialism is meant to 
represent America’s corruption in the new century,”840 and reiterates this argument 
in a later essay by expanding on “Charley’s Icarian fall into the degrading world of 
‘the big money’.”841 The uniqueness of flight and the aviation industry become 
overlooked by these critics as they discuss instead the larger, cultural context of 
American capitalism, which indicates their assumption that Dos Passos’s choice to 
write about flight and the aviation industry as representatives of technology and 
capitalism is merely coincidental. In response to these critics, I argue that Dos 
Passos specifically selected flight and the aviation industry to criticize due to the 
boom of the aviation industry and his first experience of flight that made clear to 
him its radical effects on one’s experience of the modern world. By focusing 
specifically on the aviation industry, Dos Passos is able to touch on and highlight 
the rapid, drastic, and wide-ranging effects that flight had on the way people lived. 
A bigger impression (regarding the alienating effects of technology) can thus be 
made on readers in choosing an industry and technology that was quickly and 
radically changing the way people perceived the world around them.  
More recently, Thomas Fahy’s study of technology and the suburbs in Dos 
Passos’s Airways, Inc. demonstrates how the writer uses the play to “debunk the 
prosperity myth surrounding suburbanization in America.”842 In contrast to previous 
critics, Fahy’s study highlights how perceptive Dos Passos was in illustrating the 	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impact of air transport on suburban development, particularly increased profitability 
for real-estate agents, in the play, stating that “As with trains and automobiles, 
aviation provides a means for increasing the scope of real-estate speculation.”843 In 
doing so, he manages to do what previous studies have failed to, which is to point 
out the aviation industry’s powerful ablity to help other markets expand—in this 
case, real-estate. As I elaborate later, the aviation industry offered other industries 
the chance to grow by utilizing aeroplanes for the transportation of goods and for 
commuting. Additionally, the increased use of aeroplanes also boosted the 
revenue of manufacturing companies as the demand for new aircraft engines grew. 
With a growing economy and a rapidly changing national infrastructure, the 
everyday experience of one’s surroundings also became affected, which, as I 
argue, Dos Passos conveys in Airways Inc. and The Big Money. 
While some studies have focused on the socio-cultural impact of aviation in Dos 
Passos’s texts, virtually nothing has been said about the experience of flight itself, 
be it Dos Passos’s own experience or his literary depictions of it. There are, 
however, other studies that indicate why a study of Dos Passos’s own firsthand 
experience of flight may be useful. Cecilia Tichi, for example, argues that in 
seeking to “create a form of authorial omniscience true to the modern ethos of 
secularism but also faithful to the scope of the world presumed to be knowable 
beyond the self,”844 Dos Passos becomes an “engineer-novelist.”845 In elaboration, 
Tichi demonstrates the impact of “twentieth-century public [exposure] to engineers’ 
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structures and machines in metropolitan life,”846 interestingly also acknowledging 
the aerial view provided by aeroplanes, along with skyscrapers, that allowed the 
public to become “engineers by proxy” as they “[peered] at the urban complex of 
transit and traffic.”847 Tichi proposes that Dos Passos borrowed from the concept of 
engineering as he reconstructed these overviews in his writing, resulting in, for 
example, the overview of the city that Manhattan Transfer presents, thus achieving 
his form of authorial omniscience. Tichi’s study shows that it is important to take 
into account firsthand experiences, which in her case is Dos Passos’s exposure to 
twentieth-century engineering structures, as they are likely to shed insight on the 
purposes and intentions when developing his literary technique. Dos Passos 
himself stated in an interview in 1969 that “Of course anything that happens to you 
has some bearing upon what you write,”848 and for something as novel as one’s 
first flight—a memorable experience that he describes vividly and assonantly as 
feeling like “being sucked into a vortex of flying mist and sunny red plowed land 
and yellow and white houses”849—it is justifiable to argue that flying made a 
significant impact on Dos Passos’s writing. This chapter, then, sheds more light on 
the possible influences of flight on Dos Passos’s writing by studying his first 
experience of flight and his awareness of the burgeoning aviation industry. 
While the negative impression that flight gave Dos Passos can be sensed in the 
unflattering literary portrayals of flights that make the characters “sick” and 
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“vomit”,850 injured, like Bill Cermak and Elmer Turner, or killed, as Daughter is in 
1919 (1932), it would appear that his unpleasant experience manifests itself more 
in his literary technique when the use of different narrative modes appear to 
distance and disorient the reader. Dos Passos has claimed his support for “a style 
of writing that might be called oblique in the sense that it attempts to generate 
feelings and ideas rather than put them immediately up to the understanding, and 
direct in that it aims to express sensations rather than to tell about them.”851 This 
“oblique” style of writing, which can be seen in the fragmented, discontinuous, 
multi-modal form found in the U.S.A. novels, and the visual and audial cues in 
Airways, Inc., presents a marked shift from the earlier, traditional, continuous 
narratives that can be found in One Man’s Initiation: 1917 and Three Soldiers. 
Critics invariably discuss the possible influences on this shift in his writing. For 
example, while Tichi focuses on the impact of engineering, many others attribute 
this shift to Dos Passos’s fascination with cinematic montage.852 David Seed, for 
one, traces how Dos Passos’s encounters with film-makers Sergei Eisenstein and 
Dziga Vertov, both notable for their use of montage, encouraged his own 
“[conscious application] of the notion of montage” in U.S.A.853 More recently, 
Donald Pizer sought to reopen the critical debate on the influences on Dos 
Passos’s innovative technique by arguing that the writer’s “compilation”, Facing the 
Chair (1927), which is constituted of official documents, letters, affidavits, trial 
transcripts, etc., “gave Dos Passos the chance to sense the advantages in […] the 	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radical restructuring of the novel form in U.S.A. into a gathering of thematically 
integrated but strikingly distinctive modal segments.”854 This chapter therefore adds 
to this debate by analysing how Dos Passos’s literary technique mimicks the 
motions and sensations one experiences in flight. 
3. Prior to 1926 
Aeroplanes in War 
During his time as an ambulance driver in Paris in World War I, one of the ways in 
which Dos Passos and the rest of the troops liked to spend their time was to watch 
air duels: “They sat on boxes outside their dugouts or crawled upon their vehicles 
to observe with utter fascination the deadly aerogymnastics.”855 His exposure to 
aeroplanes had been limited up to this point, so any encounter with them was 
bound to have been an exciting one. Dos Passos expressed his fascination in one 
of the many letters he wrote to his close friend, Rumsey Marvin: 
There’s something wonderfully exciting about the quiet sing song of an 
aeroplane overhead with all the guns in creation lighting out at it, and 
searchlights feeling their way across the sky like antennae, and the earth 
shaking snort of the bombs and the whimper of shrapnel pieces when they 
come down to patter on the roof.856 
Although this scene occurred during a perilous time, Dos Passos describes it 
poetically as if he were writing about a play on stage, as he personifies the 	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aeroplane, the guns, the searchlights, and the shrapnel pieces. Each of these 
objects are given characteristics that they are not conventionally associated with, 
such as the “quiet sing song” of the aeroplane, which exposes Dos Passos’s 
fascination for them even if they are dangerous objects. Of course, at this point in 
his youth, Dos Passos was a particularly excitable and passionate individual. Of his 
participation in the war, Dos Passos recalls, “We were still tingling with that great 
moment of a man’s life when he finds that he can take fright and danger and 
somehow shrug it off.”857 To have witnessed the battle in the air would have 
certainly been thrilling for a young man who was so eager to be at the centre of a 
major event. While Dos Passos’s father had wanted him to complete an 
architecture course and avoid the war, Dos Passos himself “wanted to see the 
world. The world was the war.”858 So, as his letter suggests, while aeroplanes were 
the machines representative of a war that he was fiercely against, it nevertheless 
gave him a thrill to be there to see them in action. In his letters to Marvin, there is 
an abundance of that peculiar juxtaposition between wonder and destruction: in 
one letter he describes the night as being “enlivened by the jolliest airraid” and how 
the raining down of shrapnel fired up at enemies constitutes the “beauty of air-
raids.”859 
At the same time, Dos Passos admits that while “there are moments of excitement 
[…] even about the excitement there is a sameness.”860 He also urges his friend 
Marvin not to join the Flying Corps as “the R.F.C. is such awfully certain death […] 
You enter the Corps and have six or eight month’s training, much of which is mere 	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waiting round for a chance to fly at all […] Say you’re a pilot—your life may be a 
day, or it may be six months, but they are almost sure to get you in the end.”861 
Dos Passos harbored no illusions about the work that military pilots had to carry 
out and was aware of their integral role in the machinery of war. In one of his diary 
entries in 1918, he writes about coming across “a great paper manifesto dropped 
from an aeroplane, written in Slovack on the one side and in Czechish—ungodly 
language that they in their simplicity expected us to read off,”862 which 
demonstrated that pilots were also responsible for spreading nationalist 
propaganda. He was conscious of the roles that they all played in the war, stating, 
“We are here for propaganda it seems—more than for ambulance work—we will be 
used in the most conspicuous way possible—We must show [that] America has 
entered—with England & France into the publicity contest as to who shall save 
Italy.”863 And he was right. Back in America, newspapers were advertising Liberty 
Bonds, urging people to invest their money in order to help finance the nation’s 
involvement in World War I, as well as perform what they claimed was their 
patriotic duty. Cuttings of these advertisements were kept in Dos Passos’s 
research notes and some of them called out: “Patriotism can be expressed in terms 
of money,” and, “Our American Soldiers do not keep their life blood on deposit at 
the Bank. They are Spending it on the Battle Field. Money changed into Liberty 
Bonds will help them.”864 They were a part of a giant mechanized system that 
cared more for the nation’s image rather than its own soldiers and inhabitants. Dos 
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Passos’s critical portrayal of the military in his literary texts is, as I will show, written 
in conventional, continuous narrative, which suggests that his first priority was to 
write these events down. After a talk with fellow colleagues in the war, “three 
people—Americans out of totally different environments all absolutely determinedly 
against the machine that has been crushing us all,” Dos Passos writes in his diary, 
“I am anxious to get this down,”865 and perhaps in his hurry, the easiest way for him 
to write was to do so in traditional, continuous prose. 
Aviation in Dos Passos’s Earlier Texts 
What little research there is on the subject of aviation in Dos Passos’s earlier texts 
supports the idea that he was ambivalent towards the flying machine during this 
period. Zoltán Simon, for example, views these aeroplanes—particularly the ones 
in Three Soldiers—as representatives of the “technological sublime [which] 
denotes a prevailingly ambivalent attitude of simultaneous awe and fear.”866 In One 
Man’s Initiation, Dos Passos depicts this ambivalence in the protagonist, Martin 
Howe’s first encounter with enemy planes:  
“Don’t flash a light there. It’s Boche planes.” 
[…] “See the shrapnel!” someone cried. 
“The Boche has a Mercedes motor,” said someone else. “You can tell by the 
sound of it.” 
“They say one of their planes chased an ambulance ten miles along a 	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straight road the other day, trying to get it with a machine-gun. The man who 
was driving got away, but he had shell-shock afterwards.” 
“Did he really?” 
“Oh, I’m goin’ to turn in. God, these French nights are cold!”867  
The cacophony of voices as the aeroplane passes by depicts a confusing mix of 
emotions that highlights the feeling of uncertainty regarding aeroplanes. Both fear 
and awe can be detected as one soldier warns another not to shine his light at the 
planes and another seems impressed by the make of the aircraft. Mixed with these 
emotions too are disgust at the rumour about the ambulance that was attacked by 
an enemy plane as well as hate, signalled by the term “Boche.” This was a 
derogatory term for Germans, rooted in the French portmanteau, “alboche”, which 
is two words “Allemand” (German) and “caboche” (head) put together.  
Aviation at this point does not seem to have had a significant impact on Dos 
Passos’s writing style. If anything, the ambivalence regarding aeroplanes in the 
text serves to heighten the atmosphere of confusion, chaos, and overall 
ineffectiveness as well as the pointlessness of military training once soldiers are 
actually confronted with the possibility of death. It is clear that Dos Passos was still 
very much preoccupied with trying to convey the terrible experiences the soldiers 
went through during the war. In one of his first letters to Marvin after he joined the 
Norton Harjes Volunteer Ambulance Unit in 1917, he deplores, “The war is utter 
damn nonsense—a vast cancer fed by lies and self seeking malignity on the part of 
those who don’t do the fighting. Of all the things in this world a government is the 	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thing least worth fighting for […] everything said & written & thought in America 
about the war is lies.”868 His first priority was therefore to counteract these lies by 
exposing what really happens at the front, and in order to make his texts 
accessible to as many readers as possible, the simplest way was to write in 
conventional, continuous prose, telling the story chronologically from Howe’s 
journey by ship to France to the deaths of his comrades, Merrier, Lully, and Dubois 
in eleven numbered chapters (thus making the novel straightforward to read). 
As the novel’s protagonist, Martin Howe, says of the American public, “They are 
like children. They believe everything they are told, you see.”869 In order to make 
the portrayal of the soldiers’ experiences of war as effective (in conveying the 
experience to the American public) as possible, Dos Passos writes in great detail, 
focusing in on individual characters and giving them the space to express their 
thoughts. He is sympathetic towards the soldiers in the novel and to their different 
beliefs and ideas. The mixture of characters include the religious Norman, who 
believes that it is not in government, but “in the organization of religion” that the 
“natural and suitable arrangement for the happiness of man” lies.870 For Lully, it is 
the exact opposite: “The vividness and resiliency of the life of man is being fast 
crushed under organization, tabulation.”871 Merrier disagrees with either of their 
“extreme” views and states that the answer lies in socialism: “We must stop the 
economic war, the war for existence of man against man […] The rich must be 
extinguished; with them wars will die.”872 Then finally comes Howe, who seems not 
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to put so much blame on those in authority, but on those who let themselves be 
ruled unquestioningly: “People seem to so love to be fooled […] We are slaves of 
bought intellect, willing slaves.”873 However, despite their different stances, in the 
end they all agree that “they have one thing in common […] Humanity […] What we 
must strive for is true universal humanity.”874 Interestingly, Dos Passos’s close 
attention to the individual can also be seen in the sketches he makes of body parts, 
of “Hands, Hips, Head, Crawl, Wave,”875 during his time in service. His focus on the 
body parts is likely due to his many encounters with injured soldiers as he 
transported them in the ambulance van. It must be noted here that the writer’s 
sympathetic portrayals of his characters and the intimate focus he directs towards 
each of them cannot be found in his later texts. This later obscuring of the 
characters’ individualities suggests the usurpation of individual power by 
increasingly powerful corporate institutions, catalyzed in particular by the rise of a 
commercialized aviation industry.  
One Man’s Initiation only sold 63 copies in the first six months after its publication 
in London on October 1920 and it was not until the publication of Three Soldiers in 
September 1921, which received much better reviews, that it increased in sales. 
Yet, One Man’s Initiation seems to have served its purpose as a “contemporary 
chronicle” according to Dos Passos. In the preface to a new edition of the novel 
published twenty-five years later, he writes: “Reading it over I find the passage 
scrappy and somewhat unsatisfactory but I am letting it stand because it still 
expresses in the language of the time some of the hopes of the young men already 	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marked for the slaughter in that year of enthusiasms and hopes beyond other 
years.”876 It is interesting to note how he refers to the text as being “in the language 
of the time”—the time of war—which suggests that his later texts would have been 
written in the language of a later (thus, different) time—a time characterized by 
rampant technological progress and increasingly technologically-mediated 
experience of the modern world. 
In Three Soldiers, originally titled “The Sack of Corinth”, Dos Passos expands on 
soldiers’ experiences in the war, aiming to express “the feeling of revolt against 
army affairs,” and in a letter to Marvin expressed his excitement at the idea.877 In 
this novel, Dos Passos chooses to focus on three individuals who find themselves 
in the army, and like the characters encountered in One Man’s Initiation, they too 
harbor different, conflicting ideas about the war. Aeroplanes are still depicted 
ambivalently: on the one hand, the “leisurely singsong” of their motors is described 
as “ominous,” and on the other, the excitement of the “exploding shrapnel and 
droning planes,” and the “sparkle” of the sky as the anti-aircraft guns start “barking” 
seem to Chris Chrisfield—one of the three soldiers of the novel’s title—to be 
“fun.”878 The novel is also written in conventional, continuous prose and it is divided 
into six parts, each of which are sub-divided into numbered sections. Instead of 
using only numbered chapters, the six parts of the novel are significantly titled 
‘Making the Mould,’ ’The Metal Cools,’ ‘Machines,’ ‘Rust,’ ‘The World Outside,’ and 
‘Under the Wheels,’ in reference to the dehumanization and mechanization of 
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soldiers in the military. Another prominent difference between Three Soldiers and 
One Man’s Initiation is the wider time scope as the novel follows the three soldiers 
from their time in the military until after the war to find out how each has been 
affected by the pressures to conform in military service. These differences suggest 
Dos Passos’s continuing preoccupation with criticizing the military as a mechanistic 
organization. In the opening passage of the third part of the novel, ‘Machines,’ for 
instance, the soldiers are juxtaposed with nature to underscore the mechanization 
of their bodies: “Through the smells of steam and coal smoke and of unwashed 
bodies in uniforms came smells of moist fields and of manure from fresh-sowed 
patches and of cows and pasture lands just coming into flower.”879 The soldiers 
appear to be dehumanized in this passage as they are reduced to “unwashed 
bodies” and are mixed in with the steam and coal smoke of the railway as if they 
too are products of machinery. They are juxtaposed with the manure that fertilizes 
the fields and encourages the growth of the vegetation referenced at the end of the 
sentence: while the manure is a useful by-product, the soldiers, like the railway’s 
steam and smoke, are futile. It should be noted here that while Dos Passos’s 
writing style may have eventually shifted, there is continuity in the subject matter, 
which is the usurpation of individual will by overwhelming, powerful institutions, be 
it military or commercial. 
When Three Soldiers came out, it caused an uproar and received encouraging 
reviews from those tired of reading and listening to propaganda material. Harold 
Norman Denny condemns Dos Passos’s portrayal of the military in his New York 
Times article in October 1921, calling the novel “arrant tommyrot”: “To prove his 
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thesis Mr. Dos Passos has combed the army for every rotten incident that 
happened, could have happened, or could be imagined as having happened, and 
welded it into a compelling narrative.”880 He argues that the incidents were most 
likely imagined because Dos Passos was a “non-combatant” and therefore “does 
not know what he is talking about.”881 However, even with these negative reviews, 
the book had successfully received widespread attention for speaking out about 
the injustices carried out in the war and in the military. A 1922 Times Literary 
Supplement letter to the editor reporting on the literary scene in America calls the 
novel a “provocative book,” having divided critics on the question of its relevance to 
current events or lack thereof: “the [American] papers have been gravely 
discussing whether it is to be taken as ‘an insult to the A.E.F.’ (New York Times) or 
as ‘the frankest, most outspoken American book that has been written’.”882 The 
writer predicted that Dos Passos would produce even greater works of literature in 
the future and urged readers to anticipate them. With the arrival of the three 
volumes of U.S.A., a few years later, his prediction was proven right. 
4. 1926 and After 
The Burgeoning Aviation Industry in America 
As more developments were being made to prove the practicality of flight, the 
outlook for the aviation industry in the late 1920s became very positive as reflected 
on the front page of the first volume of Wings of Industry in 1928—a weekly 
publication that reported on developments in the aeronautical industry specifically 	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for investors: “[The aviation industry’s] romantic and mechanical progress has 
captured the imagination of people everywhere […] those who invest in the aviation 
industry today should reap greater profits than ever were possible in any other 
industry because the future of aviation is practically unlimited.”883 Bankers and 
investors predominantly capitalized on this emerging industry and they can also be 
credited for its ensuing boom. In Anna Rochester’s Rules of America: A Study of 
Financial Capital (1936), she notes that although the industry in the United States 
depended on the government for a large part of its revenue, “it is owned and run by 
bankers and important industrial groups.”884 She refers to the late 1920s as a time 
that “was ripe for the bankers,” to make aviation-related investments,885 and cites 
examples from the formation of Aviation Corporation under the Lehman Bros., and 
a merger arranged by National City Bank of United Aircraft and Transport 
Corporation, whose “transaction brought in $6,000,000 of profit to something like 
$18,000,000.”886 
The aeronautical industry’s swift progress was so remarkable that, according to a 
1929 article published in Automotive Industries, it seemed to have undergone a 
“financial readjustment […] almost overnight,” as its presence in the investment 
sector “began developing with such rapidity that the mind hardly could grasp the 
significance.”887 In that same year, a New York stock brokerage firm, Pynchon & 
Co., published a report for potential investors, explaining that this development was 	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not only due to “increased consumption,” but also because cheap war surplus 
engines and aircrafts were being “exhausted,” thus creating greater demand for 
manufacturing industries.888 “At last,” the report states, “aviation had become a 
business,” and because business men and financiers are “always alive to new 
developments, [they] have for the past year or two been fully aware of what was 
going on in this new industry,”889 and thus have been contributing to its growth. 
Appealing to new investors, the report claims that, “Aviation stocks are making 
their appearance in increasing numbers,” and that “aviation investments are 
approaching a substantial basis.”890 A memorandum released by Carl M. Loeb & 
Co., another New York brokerage firm, in 1935 can attest to the growths and 
significant earnings that Pynchon & Co. had promised a few years before. 
Reporting that now the “domestic airline system covers the United States 
completely, connecting 193 cities in 46 states, with airports within a 50-mile radius 
of approximately 70% of the population,” the government, which initially subsidized 
the setup of the transportation system, was now in turn, “deriving a substantial 
profit from the leading mail routes.”891 Not to mention that this progress occurred 
during the Great Depression, and that it saw the growth in the “passenger service, 
the gross revenues from which in 1934 were over twice those for 1929.”892 
This rise in revenue is the unique aspect of the interwar American aviation industry 
that has for the most part been overlooked by critics. “There is perhaps no other 	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industry in the world today,” another investment report declares in 1939, whose 
“immediate investment outlook […] is exceptionally clear.”893 Flight was a resource 
that, once practical, swiftly became to be in demand by various other industries 
that were looking to expand across the nation. The huge market demand for 
aircraft speed caused investors to earn several times more than the amount they 
initially invested. In a summary written by George B. Post, Lieutenant (J.G.), Naval 
Air Reserve, in 1927, he lists several departments that have grown and flourished 
due to their utilization of the aeroplane: besides air mail, aerial photography has 
helped “city planning and the study of congested traffic points,” aeroplane dusting 
of insect control has helped in the protection of growing cotton, and commercial 
and private flights have increased as more people were transporting goods and 
themselves by air.894 In The Big Money, Charley Anderson anticipates this industry 
growth, saying, “I tell you, Jim, things are hummin’ in the air… mail subsidies… 
airports… all these new airlines… we’ll be the foundin’ fathers on all that.”895 It 
seems that everyone in business was realizing what W.H. Berry emphasizes: 
“Nothing can compete with the aeroplane for those […] in need of the greatest 
speed possible,” and, “From a business point of view it must be remembered that 
speed is everything.”896  
As a result of this demand and recently-realized supply, mergers between giant 
corporations began taking place and new capital was being brought in by bankers, 	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investors, and those from other industries eager to be involved. “The industry,” 
Crofoot notes in his 1929 report on the growing aviation industry, “which but a short 
time ago was considered to be rather a struggling infant, began to be talked of in 
millions as large as many another industry.”897 One of the most notable mergers of 
the day was that of Keystone Aircraft Corporation and Loening Aeronautical 
Engineering Corporation, which collectively manufactured amphibian planes, 
military planes, and in the future, were to produce “de luxe commercial planes.”898 
This merger would bring together all these corporations under the control of 
Richard F. Hoyt, who was a partner in the banking house of Hayden Stone & Co. 
According to Crofoot, this merger “seemed to start the ball rolling,”899 and many 
banks and brokerage firms began to follow suit. Rochester notes that after “the 
huge aviation mergers” in 1928 and 1929, the du Pont family, who invested in an 
aircraft company in 1927, just two years later saw the rise in total corporate assets 
from “$29,000,000 in 1925 to $410,000,000 in 1929.”900 
It can be said with much certainty that Dos Passos was aware of these 
developments as these are reflected in both Airways Inc. and The Big Money. In 
the play, Elmer Turner meets with two real-estate promoters and a representative 
from a brokerage firm to form All-American Airways in an instance of a merger 
between a real-estate company and an aircraft company. The realtor Bloomstein 
recognizes the “great possibilities for commuting,” that the aeroplane will offer to 
bring “Southampton and the exclusive south shore resorts within reach of the man 
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of moderate means,”901 which would mean more business for him as more suburbs 
develop. For Elmer and the second realtor, Davis, who brokers the deal, it is the 
distribution of the stock that interests them the most, which suggests their 
awareness of the positive outlook of aviation-related stocks at the time. When 
McGovern, the brokerage firm’s representative, explains to them that the “capital 
stock of five million dollars,” will be “distributed among the officers of the 
organization,” Elmer quickly responds enthusiastically, “Now you’re talking.”902 In 
The Big Money, the value of aviation stocks figures much more prominently, which 
reflects the great deal of progress the aviation industry has made between 1928 
and 1935. Charley Anderson easily makes a fortune in one day as “airplane stocks 
bounced when the news came over the wires of a bill introduced to subsidized 
airlines,” and after he sells all his shares, he “was sitting pretty when the afternoon 
papers killed the story.”903 
These examples demonstrate that Dos Passos was conscious of the two 
significant ways in which the world was changing due to the emergence of the 
aviation industry backed by powerful financial and political support. Firstly, the 
implementation of flight in various aspects of day-to-day business would guarantee 
that the world would move at an even faster pace as predicted by Bloomstein and 
as shown by Charley’s fluctuating fortune. Secondly, as airlines connected various 
places with one another, flight effectively made the world appear smaller or 
contracted—even more so for those witnessing the world pass swiftly by from 
above, which Dos Passos suggests at the end of The Big Money: “The 
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transcontinental passenger thinks contracts, profits, vacationtrips […] wires 
humming dollars, cities jammed, hills empty […] trains, planes: history the 
billiondollar speedup […]”904 Here, he also alludes to the massive investment of 
capital into the industry that ensured the speeding up of everyday life that moves 
quickly from work to “vacationtrips” in one flight of thought. But what Dos Passos 
also does is that he specifies the “transcontinental passenger” as someone who 
thinks of “contracts, profits,” thus making the suggestion that not everyone will be 
able to afford this panoptic view of the world below. This idea is reinforced when 
the narrative moves on to a man living in poverty, from whom those in the plane 
are disconnected: “on the side of the road […] Head swims, belly tightens, wants 
crawl over his skin like ants.”905  
As I will elaborate later, Dos Passos asks whether these changes are worth it, as 
he exposes the unpleasant and “sickening”906 reality of the experience of flight, as 
well as the sense of disconnectedness that the aviation industry fosters between 
those who can afford flight and those who are left behind despite the aeroplane’s 
capacity to increase connective sociability. 
Dos Passos’s First Flight 
But these are just the external circumstances affecting the period during which Dos 
Passos wrote Airways, Inc. and The Big Money. While they may have clarified for 
Dos Passos the urgency of portraying the increasingly fast pace of the newly 
interconnected world in his “contemporary chronicles,”907 it is his firsthand 	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experience of flight that would point out to him specifically how one’s perception of 
the world would change due to this experience. At Christmas in 1925, he went to 
Morocco and visited Marrakech and other towns in the region before arriving in 
Tangier, where he would go on his first flight on a mail plane to Cette. During this 
time, Dos Passos was working on his travel essays, which would eventually turn 
into Orient Express (1927). The book focuses on his travels at the end of 1925 and 
the beginning of 1926, in the regions around Persia and Iraq, comparing the local 
customs, social and political systems with those found in the West. But what is 
most striking about this book is its heavy reliance on representing the 
conversations and encounters Dos Passos has with the locals and his observance 
of the natural surroundings in the Middle East. It is obvious in the near-reverence 
of his portrayal that Dos Passos was greatly moved by this breath of fresh air, 
away from the “the twilight madness of cities, the wheels, the grinding cogs, the 
sheets of print endlessly unrolling.”908 At the end of his trip, Dos Passos wonders 
whether this “madness” in the West was worth the loss of “the place of glory and 
religion and knowledge and love.”909 In his sketches of the various sceneries he 
came across during his journey, they are bursting with bright colours, capturing the 
harmony between the people, their towns, and their natural surroundings.910 
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Fig. 16. Dos Passos’s sketches of public life in Tehran and Mogador.911 
The last section of the book, titled ‘Mail Plane,’ that details his first experience of 
flight marks a stark contrast with the rest of the book that describes in lavish detail 
his encounters whilst traveling on land, especially those depicting train and camel 
rides that were filled with conversations and “kifs” shared with random strangers. 
On a stop-over at Alicante, the giggling veiled women of Morocco become replaced 
with “stout ladies.”912 Instead of being treated to majestic sceneries against the 
backdrop of “a sky so intense that you seemed to see through the blue light of the 
world into the black of infinite space,”913 Dos Passos merely “circle[s] the bull ring 
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and it’s Malaga.”914 Comparing the flight to the more comfortable and luxurious 
train journeys he is used to (that include “restaurants, steamheated seats […], 
election parades, red fire, beefsteaks”), he writes that flying is 
Nothing but the speed of whirling cold over an imaginary sphere marked 
with continents, canals, roadribbons, real estate lots. An earth weird as 
Mars, dead cold as the moon, distant as Uranus, where speed snaps at last 
like a rubber band. Huddled in a knot, hard and cold, pitched like a baseball 
round the world… Until you meet yourself coming back and are very sick 
into your old black hat.915 
The characters in his texts are also often found vomiting during flights. Most 
notable is the “transcontinental” passenger at the end of The Big Money, who, as 
he or she thinks of “power, wires humming dollars,” also “sickens and vomits into 
the carton container the steak and mushroms he ate in New York.”916 Dos Passos 
seems to be suggesting that while speed may be beneficial for business, there is 
also an unpleasant side to it. As the world contracts into “continents, canals, 
roadribbons, real estate lots,” it also becomes “weird,” “dead,” and “cold.” So, if 
flight was to become the conventional transport technology, which by all indications 
in the stock market and rapid expansion of the aviation industry points to the 
affirmative, then it might have seemed to Dos Passos that America would be 
experienced in a completely different way. For those flying over the nation, 
America would seem “distant” and “dead cold,” and the unpleasant sensation of 
flight itself would perhaps aggravate the feeling of being disconnected or alienated 	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from the world below. Before, he suggests that “restaurants” and “steamheated 
seats in trains,” allowed him to witness the “picturebook landscape,”917 but as they 
become replaced by “nothing but the speed of whirling cold,” he can only witness 
“an earth weird as Mars.” As I will demonstrate, his novels written after his first 
experience of flight, particularly Airways Inc. and The Big Money would reflect 
these changes in an attempt to highlight what becomes lost as speed takes priority.  
Airways, Inc. (1928) 
During his travels at the end of 1925, Dos Passos was invited to help found the 
New Playwrights Theatre. He and writer John Howard Lawson believed that 
“American theatre had become so decadent that it would be impossible to revitalize 
it unless startling new writing and staging devices were utilized,” in order to “appeal 
to the rising class of workers and intellectuals.”918 Change was necessary if the 
theatre was to show “the ways of the machine that has taken the place of God in a 
world where the individual is less and less valid,”919 he writes in the New Republic 
in 1931. The ideas that he expresses in Orient Express were still clearly at the 
forefront of his thinking in the following years and it is notable that he chose theatre 
as the place in which to experiment with new ways to convey to the public the 
impact of technological modernization. It suggests that this medium, complete with 
visual and auditory facilities, offered him opportunities to develop his literary 
techniques and to maximise impact upon the audience. In the same article, he 
implores, “Let’s have a theatre of depression, a theatre that perhaps would be able 
to mould the audience a little instead of everlastingly flattering it. This is an epoch 	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of sudden and dangerous transition,” he states, “If a new order is to be built in the 
shell of the old every possible means must be used to formulate, explain, justify.”920  
One of these means was to “[abolish] the pictureframe stage that tricked [the 
audience] into imagining they were seeing a slice of life.”921 For the writer who was 
deeply moved by his own interactions and experiences whilst traveling, he was 
perhaps beginning to appreciate the importance of face-to-face encounters and 
theatre, which he refers to as “among the last survivors of what might be called the 
arts of direct contact,”922 was the perfect medium for him to show in the most 
sensory way—particularly visually and aurally—the effects of an increasingly 
interconnected world. Dos Passos, then, was addressing what Sara Danius calls a 
“sensory crisis” catalyzed by “late-nineteenth- and early-twentiety-century 
technological innovations, particularly technologies of perception,”923 which would 
include the aeroplane as a technology of speed. Airways, Inc. can also be seen as 
a step further (in terms of Dos Passos’s experimentation with literary technique) 
from Manhattan Transfer and towards the development of the multi-modal style of 
narration in U.S.A. that seeks to show from various angles—newspapers and 
cameras included—the changes America was going through partly because of the 
aviation industry boom. The set-up of the stage itself, for instance, is a near-assault 
on the visual senses: upstage, the fronts of one house and halves of two are 
shown—one with scaffolding and a promotional sign attached to it. Then, “beyond 
the houses is the suggestion of an empty lot and at the end of it the tall windows 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
920 Ibid. 
921 John Dos Passos, ‘Did the New Playwrights Theatre Fail?’, New Masses, 5 (1929), 
p.13. 
922 Dos Passos, Travel Books & Other Writings, p.591 
923 Sara Danius, The Senses of Modernism: Technology, Perception, and Aesthetics 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2002), p.3. 
	   290	  
and chimneys of a powerhouse and endless factory buildings.”924 Apart from the 
suggestion of an empty lot, the stage is otherwise crowded with emblems of 
modernization, particularly the proximity between the suburb in development, and 
the industrial factories.  
This is the first indication of a world contracted as a result of aviation, which Davis, 
an “oily” realtor and promoter points out at the beginning of Act I, enthusing: 
“Airplane transportation is going to revolutionize land values.”925 In doing so, it 
utilizes all available land for modern use, effectively annihilating the seeming 
vastness of the world as expressed in the Professor’s words when he reminisces 
about the time before flight was possible: “The world was a huge ball then, the 
universe a mighty harmony of ellipses, everything moved mysteriously, incalculable 
distances through the ether. We used to feel the awe of the distant stars upon 
us.”926 The romantic tone he uses recalls a time before rampant technological 
modernization took place, when there was still “mystery” left about the way the 
world worked and when distances were still “incalculable.” Notable is the difference 
between the way he speaks of the past and the matter-of-fact way the 
businessmen now discuss distance: “New York to Chi in eight hours, rain or shine, 
isn’t that so?” Davis prompts Klein, who responds simply with, “Mere 
commuting.”927 Compared to the time that the Professor speaks of, distance is now 
no longer “incalculable,” but is within the grasp of men, and the world certainly no 
longer appears vast and mysterious with the possibility of flight, which Davis’s 
reference to Chicago as merely “Chi” suggests. Here, Dos Passos hints at the 	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danger behind the aeroplane’s ability to conquer distance and time as it has the 
potential to foster the kind of thinking that not only simplifies large ideas and 
concepts but also reduces or devalues them, similar to the way in which the 
Professor’s romantic notion of the world becomes degraded when Davis and Klein 
think of the distance between New York and Chicago as merely “eight hours.” This 
way of thinking can be seen to extend to their perception of the workers as 
dehumanized “hands”928 instead of people or individuals, causing the factory 
workers to protest against their low wages. Their unfair treatment is reinforced 
when the workers’ strike is responded to with propagandic leaflets from the 
Glenside Chamber of Commerce, dropped over them by an aeroplane that state, 
“Friends, workers in the Hartshorn Mills. Foreign hired agitators are trying to 
mislead you. Law and order is to the interests of all citizens. Law and order means 
prosperity for all.”929 The brief response by the Chamber of Commerce that does 
not even address the workers’ pleas further illustrates the breakdown of 
communication exacerbated by the increasing presence of mediating technologies. 
Both the aeroplane and the leaflets augment the distance between those at the top 
of the socio-economic hierarchy and those at the bottom. It is interesting to note 
that this is the only time an aeroplane appears, even if only in sound, in the play 
and that it is not, as All-American Airways proposes, used to facilitate residents’ 
commute, but is instead used as a tool of propaganda to drop “a rain of pink and 
green handbills […] over the stage.”930 As the boldly-colored leaflets “rain” over the 
stage, hence covering the houses and the factories set up in the background, the 	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vivid colours would appear to magnify the aeroplane’s ability to intervene in 
everyday politics. The fact that it could be used to disseminate propaganda—that 
“Foreign hired agitators are trying to mislead [the workers],”—so quickly and so 
widely is another powerful idea that Dos Passos is perhaps trying to convey to the 
audience by the use of the aeroplane in this scene. 
As a result, there is a sense that the characters are trapped in this world confined 
by airline routes and controlled by those, like Davis and the second realtor, 
Bloomstein, who have shares in the aviation industry through All-American 
Airways. Although they may promote the idea that the company aims to develop 
“the home sublime… where each family may live and grow and thrive in romantic 
solitude and isolation,”931 the crowded stage with an “empty and dilapidated” house 
on the left and an “unfinished” one to the right932 suggests otherwise. Given the 
proximity of the housing development to the factories in the background, “isolation” 
is no longer an option, which the Professor points out when he laments, “After the 
collapse of the shining socialist dream, I came to America […] I wanted to escape 
the world tortured by airraids and radio […] I wanted to go far away. Nowhere is far 
any more. Distance has slapped back in my face like a broken elastic.”933 The 
simile he uses echoes Dos Passos’s description of speed inside the aeroplane in 
his first flight, where “speed snaps at last like a rubber band”—the irreversibility of 
the snapping of the rubber band grimly suggesting that escape is no longer 
possible, that one cannot go back to a time when solitude is possible. 
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Dos Passos not only uses visual means to design a world reconstructed by 
aviation, but also auditory prompts. As the first Act begins, “a sound of sawing and 
hammering,”934 is heard from the carpenters who are working on the houses in the 
development. Then comes the “crash tinkle of a brick thrown through a window,”935 
which is perhaps intended to shock the audience, thus “mould[ing]”936 them and 
disrupting their complacency. Dos Passos utilizes these different disruptive noises 
to demonstrate that in an interconnected world, where every space of land is 
accessible and being used, it becomes almost impossible to find peace and quiet. 
In an earlier version of the play, the signing of the agreement to form All-American 
Airways was to be grandly celebrated with the appearance of an aeroplane on 
stage - but perhaps erased by Dos Passos for economical reasons - and the 
directions read: “The motors roar, propellors whir, the plane is off and purring 
contentedly overhead, gnawing its way into the night sky. When the shouting 
subsides, the champagne cork is heard to pop.”937 The emphasis on the 
cacophony of modern technological sounds, the onomatopoeic “roar”, “whir”, “pop”, 
“purring”, and “gnawing,” seem to proclaim a sense of dominance over nature. In 
addition to this is the sound of the strikers, protesting for better wages. Off-stage, 
children’s voices are to be heard singing: “Oh if you’re up, you’re up / And if you’re 
down, you’re down / But if you’re against the strikers / You’re upside down.”938 The 
incongruence between the rhythmic sing-song of the children’s voices and the 
violent, disruptive noises of the aeroplane hints at the larger tension at play 	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between those, like Davis, who only care about shares and profit, and those like 
the disgruntled factory workers, who get treated like mere cogs in a machine. 
When Elmer Turner, the young aviator being recruited into All-American Airways by 
Davis, realizes this, he “dejectedly” cries, “Those bastards […] They don’t give a 
damn about me or aviation or anything. All they see is a chance to scoop up some 
easy cash.”939 This conflict is highlighted when Dos Passos juxtaposes the signing 
of the agreement to form All-American Airways with the strike occurring just outside 
the Turner family’s house. One of the factory workers, the Italian immigrant Amari’s 
speech is to “[fill] in the gaps in the talks of the promoters in the  house,”940 which 
again puts to good use the auditory aspect of the theatre to convey to the audience 
the jarring distinction between the businessmen’s circumstances and those of the 
workers. As the Italian immigrant Amari gives his colloquial speech, “Look at the 
big looms in the mills, friends, it is eight months that they say no word,” while 
McGovern, “talking very fast,” explains the terms of the All-American Airways 
agreement, where “one third [of the stocks] shall be designated as common and 
two thirds as preferred stock shall be put on the market in due course.”941 The 
great contrast between the way they speak, one fluent in English and adept at 
handling business terms and phrases, the other struggling with grammatical rules, 
speaks volumes regarding the power the businessmen hold over the exploited 
factory workers. 
The climactic ending of Act II attests to this alarming idea of great power given to 
the likes of Davis thanks to the expansion of the aviation industry. After Elmer’s 
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plane crash, Davis quickly tries to cover up the extent of the damage in order to 
save his recent business deal and restore the investors’ confidence. On the phone, 
he tells a reporter to write that Elmer, 
on being interviewed after his accident said something like this […] industrial 
unrest is the gravest danger to be faced by our country today. The 
restoration of confidence in our ideals, in our government that has stood up 
against the slings and arrows of two hundred invidious years… you know, 
and the credit system and confidence in the unbounded possibilities of 
commercial aviation.942 
Davis exposes the interrelations between aviation, the government, and the media, 
all held together by aviation’s great influence on the U.S. economy, suggested by 
his mention of the “credit system.” The fact that he can manipulate the system 
whilst being in the middle of a deserted housing development, “in a suburb of any 
large American city,”943 emphasizes how much smaller, interconnected, and 
therefore tractable, the world is due to aviation. While this means a burgeoning 
national economy, there is also the great risk, Dos Passos suggests, of those 
taking advantage of the all-encompassing web of relations for self-serving 
purposes: domination of one industry can easily translate into domination of 
several industries given their interconnections facilitated in some not insignificant 
way by the aviation industry.  
In order to portray and criticize this interconnected and tractable world, Dos Passos 
uses the rather apt medium of theatre as the stage itself becomes a suitable 	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microcosm, being a space where the lighting, the props, and the sound effects can 
be controlled to project the intended scene. However, as Dos Passos uses 
Airways, Inc. to criticize imperialist capitalism, his own manipulation of the stage 
implies the idea that one should fight back against these dominant institutions and 
use what facilities one has available to counteract their greed. In his own review of 
Airways, Inc., Dos Passos reveals that although it received “adverse criticism […] I 
found the production successful,” which means that he considers his aim “to justify 
the ways of politics (mass action) to the individual man who is an atom in the 
mass,”944 to have been achieved through this play by adopting the tactics also 
used by Davis for different social and political reasons. Instead of exploiting the 
resources and interconnections available to him for self-serving purposes such as 
monetary gain, Dos Passos uses these strategies to expose the widening socio-
economic divide that arises as a result of the misuse or exploitation of an 
interconnected, more tractable world. 
As evidenced in this play’s characters, Dos Passos moved on from writing from the 
point of view of a protagonist or one social group, as in that of the soldiers in One 
Man’s Initiation and Three Soldiers, to writing from various angles to produce a 
fuller picture of current events—here Dos Passos includes representatives from the 
highest positions of the socio-economic hierarchy such as the realtors Davis and 
Bloomstein and the lowest, like the factory worker Amari, and not forgetting those 
in the middle, like the young Elmer Turner, trying to secure a well-paid occupation. 
This is certainly necessary given the fact that what he wanted to convey was the 
far-reaching effect of air transportation, and this necessary inclusion of several 
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points of view is perhaps what critics at the time failed to understand. In Virginia 
Carr’s summary of the reviews, many criticized the play for having “too many 
themes,” resulting in a “lack of unity.”945 The New York Times review called it 
“noisy, incoherent, undisciplined,” and suggested that it was “sadly in need of 
cutting—whole scenes, large patches of dialogue.”946 But this is the point that Dos 
Passos tries to make in the play—that as the aeroplane makes accessible different 
places in a short period of time, the world will become noisy, incoherent, and 
undisciplined, which he emphasises with the different noises and sounds in the 
play. Just as the factory workers cannot escape from the rain of propagandic 
leaflets, it will be a place where we cannot escape from such scenes, where they 
cannot be “cut.” 
The “slice of life” that Airways, Inc. presents is, however, not yet the “earth weird as 
Mars” that Dos Passos encountered on his first flight and it would not be until he 
writes The Big Money that this image of the earth will be depicted. Perhaps it was 
the ceaseless flourishing of the aviation industry in the first half of the 1930s that 
prompted Dos Passos to develop his literary technique further. In The Big Money, 
Charley is told, “some very interesting developments were to be expected from the 
development of airroutes,”947 which included among other things, “trunklines and 
connecting lines, airports and realestate.”948 In order to properly express the flight’s 
impact on the nation’s infrastructure and on the individual’s perception of the 
everyday, Dos Passos needed to find new ways to convince the reader of how 
much the world was changing.  	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The Big Money (1936) 
In order to create the “dead,” “cold,” and “distant” world that he had seen in his first 
flight, it was imperative that Dos Passos incorporated an obscure and alienating 
style into his writing. The result is the development of the multi-modal narrative 
technique he initially employed in Manhattan Transfer, which aptly conveys the 
intensifying distance between people and the world around them via technological 
mediation. Consider what he wrote years later in a letter to his wife Katy of his trip 
to the Philippines during World War II:  
It’s a most maddening thing flying over islands. You see them fairly 
thorougly yet you have no feeling of having been there. You don’t smell 
anything or feel the ground under your feet or see the birds and bugs. It’s 
like food set before you in a dream.949 
The distinct sections of the Camera-Eye, Newsreels, Biographies, and narratives in 
the U.S.A. books seem to collectively mimic a similar “maddening” as well as 
alienating sensation to the one Dos Passos describes above. Readers are never 
given the chance to be familiar with or settle down into any particular story as the 
novel swiftly moves, for example, from a section on Charley Anderson to Newsreel 
LVI to The Camera Eye (48), thus imitating the movements and sensations 
produced by the aeroplane. There are merely fragments upon fragments of 
different narratives and modes mixed with one another with no apparent order 
other than chronological sequence. Apparently Dos Passos was not the only one to 
have felt a sense of apprehension about the distance between traveler and land in 	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flight. Charles Lindbergh himself acknowledged the “environmental danger of a 
people too far separated from the soil and from the sea—the danger of that 
physical decline which so often goes with a high intellectual development, of that 
spiritual decline which seems invariably to accompany an industrial life.”950 His 
thoughts notably bear resemblance to the idea expressed in Airways, Inc., where 
the modern, simplified perception of distance shown by Davis and Klein (influenced 
by the aeroplane’s ability to traverse great distances) can be related to the 
devaluing of the factory workers. In The Big Money, by consciously disorienting the 
reader, Dos Passos shows how distance breeds unfamiliarity and 
disconnectedness between people and the world around them. 
The Newsreel and Camera Eye sections in The Big Money intensify this 
“maddening” experience. The former only provides snippets of stories and 
advertisements that have no connection to each other. As an example, Newsreel 
LVI includes, “Pearly early in the mornin’,”951 which presumably is an 
advertisement for a brand of toothpaste, yet there is no mention of which brand it is 
referring to. A few lines later appears the headline, “POSSE CLOSING IN ON 
AIRMAIL BANDITS,”952 but it does not mention which group of people the article is 
referring to and where this incident occurred. Additionally, the arrangement of the 
news headlines, snippets of reporting, and the advertisements emulate the stanza 
structure of poetry. The poetic arrangement of the lines appears purposeful, and by 
foregrounding the form and style of writing of the news, Dos Passos is illustrating 
how the news prioritizes form and style over the content. In the publisher’s copy of 	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The Big Money manuscript, Dos Passos wrote “extra large caps” and “large caps” 
on the margins of some of the Newsreels,953 which indicate the importance of the 
visual effect they were supposed to produce. For instance, in the first (of six) 
revised draft of the text, Dos Passos adds: “PROFIT TAKING FAILS TO CHECK 
STOCK RISE large caps.”954 In doing so, he calls attention to the way in which 
newspapers draw readers’ attentions to certain articles—in the novel, above this 
headline is another headline in extra large capitalized letters: “TOURISTS ROB 
GAS STATION,”955 which reveal how newspapers manipulate readers’ attention 
and therefore become biased sources of information. In this case, they divert 
readers’ attentions away from the corruption in national corporate institutions to 
focus instead on the misbehavior of foreigners. The rhyme of the toothpaste 
advertisement and the exaggerated, dramatic tone of the report on the posse 
“closing in” on the bandits suggest that newspapers’ priorities are catching readers’ 
attentions and boosting sales rather than actually giving information. As a result, 
the information becomes distorted and strange, thus distancing readers from reality 
and increasing their disconnectedness from the world. 
The Camera Eye sections, on the other hand, are saturated with details as if the 
camera lens is permanently zoomed-in. In contrast to the Newsreels, the writing is 
richer with description and is much more intimate. For example, in Camera Eye 
(48), we are presented with the vivid description of “the dinnertable westbound in 
the broadlit saloon the amply-bosomed broadbeamed     la bella cubana in a yellow 	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lowcut dress archly with the sharp rosy nail of her littlest finger points.”956 The 
fused words and lack of punctuation marks as well as the capitalized letters mimick 
the unstructured vision that the camera provides, and the details indicate the 
focusing capabilities of the lenses. As the view cuts to “la bella cubana,” the 
transition is merely indicated by the larger space between the words 
“broadbeamed” and “la”. The empty space emphasizes the lack of core information 
about who is doing the viewing, which is important to these passages as they are 
subjectively described—for whom is the woman “amply-bosomed,” and for whom 
are her nails “sharp” and “rosy”? Just like the Newsreel sections, the Camera Eye 
sections distort and obscure. 
The Newsreels and Camera Eye sections highlight the downside to technological 
mediation which estranges people from what is in front of them in a manner that is 
similar to the way in which the bird’s-eye view from the aeroplane distances the 
passenger from the world below. Dos Passos’s interest in aerial views can also be 
seen in his sketches and watercolors, particularly Aerial View of City Traffic and 
Buildings, which he painted in the 1920s. In this particular painting, the buildings 
and the traffic appear to diverge from the center and disappear into the edges of 
the canvas, as if mimicking a view in motion, like the view from an aeroplane 
soaring past. The spectator, then, is distanced from the objects in the painting. 
Even the name of the building is only half in view, so the letters “SIKF” become 
incomprehensible. 
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Fig. 17. Dos Passos’s watercolor on paper titled Aerial View of City Traffic and 
Buildings painted c. mid-1920s.957 
The narratives themselves also merely skim the surfaces of events, almost never 
bothering to inform the reader of any more than what is happening in the present 
moment. For example, in an earlier draft of the first section of ‘Charley Anderson’ in 
The Big Money, Charley is told by a fellow ex-military pilot, Joe, not to “forget that 
aviation proposition” and that “our future’s in the air,”958 which helpfully points the 
reader in the direction of Charley’s storyline. However, this passage is cut from the 
published version and there are no indications whatsoever in the beginning of what 
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Charley is to do when he arrives in the city. It is as though Dos Passos deliberately 
tried to eliminate what may be useful background information in order to confuse 
the reader. As Dos Passos eliminates and condenses important information, which 
can also be observed in the Newsreel and Camera Eye sections, he detaches the 
reader from the text, thus emulating the detachment that can also be produced by 
the aeroplane’s aerial view. Furthermore, by leaving Charley with no plans as to 
what he is to do, it makes him seem more helpless and isolated as he is left to 
stare at the unfamiliar and intimidating “big warehouses and marketbuildings,”959 
therefore already beginning the novel with a sense of disconnectedness. Most of 
the characters exude this atmosphere of alienation. For example, when the activist 
and journalist Mary French tries to read The Promise of American Life, she 
“couldn’t take in the meaning of the words; thoughts were racing across her mind 
like the tatters of cloud pouring through the pass.”960 The words become 
meaningless as she fails to grasp them, and their elusiveness is reinforced by the 
use of the simile, likening her thoughts to clouds. When she meets the labor 
leader, G.H. Barrow, she tells him that “she’d taken up socialservice work to be in 
touch with something real but now she was beginning to feel coopedup and so 
institutional,”961 suggesting that such organized institutions act as barriers keeping 
one distanced from reality and from hands-on help, not unlike the way in which 
newspapers and cameras keep the reader and the viewer distanced from everyday 
experiences. 
So, while the stories are conveyed through different media, which should provide a 
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wider scope of vision to the reader as to what is happening in twentieth-century 
America, the technological mediation nevertheless distances them from the 
subjects, thus producing a feeling of estrangement. Added to this is the pacing of 
the stories, which further disorient the readers. In the Newsreel sections 
particularly, the pace is very swift as reports of events become condensed into 
single lines such as, “Geologist Lost In Cave Six Days,”962 which leaves out 
prepositions where possible. As indicated by the reduction of “six days” into merely 
six words in the newspaper, even the sense of time becomes distorted in an age 
where speed reigns. The biographies condense whole lives into a few pages and 
even the characters’ storylines evolve quickly. This is especially true for Charley 
who marries different girls, gets injured several times, makes fortunes and loses 
them in mere days, and makes a name for himself, becoming the “boy wizard of 
aviation financing”963 (quickly, considering that he is not the only character the 
novel follows). Dos Passos also fuses words together, such as “flyingmachine,” 
which forces readers to speed up as they go through the text. In addition to this, by 
breaking up and distributing the narratives among the different Newsreel, Camera 
Eye, and biography sections, making the reader experience different paces (such 
as the speeding up of a lifetime in the few pages of a biography to the various 
durations condensed in newspaper reports), the novel unsettles the reader’s sense 
of time. Enhancing the speedy pace of the Newsreel sections is the contrasting 
slow pace of the Camera Eye sections. Camera Eye (49) in particular moves 
slowly as the narrator—or character looking through the lens—“[walks] from 
Plymouth to North Plymouth through the raw air of Massachusetts Bay at each 	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step a small cold squudge through the sole of one shoe.”964 The detailed sensation 
of “each step” including the onomatopaeic “squudge”, where the emphasis on the 
double u’s seem to lengthen the step, add to the particular slowness of the 
section’s pace. The different paces of the narratives, biographies, Camera Eye 
sections, and Newsreel sections highlight the drastic impact of various 
technologies on one’s sense of time. The incongruence between these different 
perceptions of time adds to the disorienting experience of reading the novel. 
What The Big Money makes clear is that the world the characters are living in is 
moving at a quicker pace, evolving into a stranger, unfamiliar place and much of 
this is due to the emergence of aviation which progressed at an “unparalleled”965 
speed. The rapid expansion of the aviation industry is shown most prominently in 
Charley’s fluctuating fortune tied to “bouncing” aviation stocks.966 As he tells his 
airplane mechanic, Bill Cermak: “[I] made thirteen grand on the market yesterday 
… easy as rollin’ off a log.”967 The quickened pace of the modern world leaves the 
characters even more disconnected from the present, which Richard Ellsworth 
Savage is aware of when he suggests that, “The trouble with us is we are in the 
distant future and don’t know it.”968 Charley himself states, “Things happen fast.”969 
The headlines in the Newsreels at the beginning of the novel indicate this 
increasing demand for speed, stating people’s wishes “TO CONQUER SPACE 
AND SEE DISTANCES,”970 and how the modern family will have a “son [who] 
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wants travel, speed, get-up-and-go.”971 Even notions of romance have changed in 
this technological age. When Charley asks Doris to wait to marry him, she 
responds, “Wait for you ten years, my, that’s a romantic notion… my grandmother 
would have thought it was lovely.”972 The quick pace of the novel was also noted 
by critics when the novel was published. One review notes that “The stories of 
Charley Anderson, Margo Dowling, Mary French and Richard Ellsworth Savage 
move with Dos Passos’s usual acceleration,” and that the novel’s “locale shifts 
rapidly from one to another.”973 
Hence, speed alters the dynamics of the world, producing a surreal, dream-like 
quality to life, akin to the sensation experienced by Dos Passos in his flight. 
Charley himself acquires this dream-like characteristic as if he lives on a different 
plane from that of the rest of the world. “Ve been tinking, dese airmen maybe dey 
live on air too,”974 comments Vogel. As others see only an illusion of Charley, made 
up of their ideals of an aviator that they project onto him, they contribute to his 
isolation from the rest of the world. One girl tells Charley upon meeting him: “Not 
quite skinny enough for Lindbergh,”975 as if all pilots are made from the same 
mould. The women that he meets are only interested in this “returnedhero”976 
image, and his brother-in-law Jim tells him to exploit it when he says, “The ladies 
want to see a real flying aviator with palms.”977 All the relationships Charley has 
ultimately fail as a result of this divorce between reality and illusion. He becomes 
so attached to ideals and illusions that he pays a prostitute to “put on lipstick, 	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plenty lipstick,” to look like his first love: “Remember your name’s Doris […] I love 
you, you bitch Doris.”978 When his new wife Gladys refuses his advances and 
destroys his ideal vision of marriage, he resorts to raping her, insisting, “But you’re 
my wife. I’m your husband, God damn it.”979 
Dos Passos seems to ask in this novel, considering the alienation resulting from an 
increasingly technologically-mediated world, is all the money—the “big money”—
poured into the technology industry, specifically the aviation industry, worth it? 
Portrayals of flight itself, for one, are never pleasant in the novel. For instance, the 
actress Margo Dowling’s flight from Tucson after getting married to Sam Margolies 
is described as “pretty bumpy” and “on the way back the big rattly Ford trimotor 
gave them quite a shakingup crossing the desert.”980 The alliteration in the words 
“rattly” and “trimotor” emphasizes both the unpleasant jerky movements of the 
aircraft as well as the noisiness during the journey. The passengers’ discomfort is 
palpable as “Margolies’ face was all colors under his white beret but he said it was 
delightful,” and “Rodney Cathcart and Agnes vomited frankly into their cardboard 
containers.”981 Margo herself “felt her pretty smile tightening into a desperate 
grin.”982 Notably, the aeroplane’s noisiness and shakiness overwhelms the 
passengers so much that they are unable to express themselves with words—
although Margolies “said [the flight] was delightful,” the changing color of his face 
betrays his extreme discomfort. The aeroplane notably renders Rodney and Agnes 
weak, causing them to vomit “frankly,” which suggests that whatever restraint they 
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had dissolved quickly in light of the overwhelming power of the aeroplane that 
greatly affects the senses. 
Additionally, the aeroplane’s noise that prevents passengers from expressing 
themselves clearly illustrates the idea that this transport technology is a significant 
contributor to the disconnectedness of the individual from others. Significantly, 
communication during flights in The Big Money always fail. When Charley and Bill 
go on a test flight, the “roar of the motor” overpowers all other sounds, thus 
keeping “them from saying any more.”983 The flight itself ultimately crashes, killing 
Bill and crippling Charley. Prior to their flight, the aircraft is described alliteratively 
to have “glistened in the sun out on the green grass like something in a jeweler’s 
window,” prompting Bill to remark, “Jesus, she’s pretty.”984 The simile used 
emphasizes the outward appeal of the aeroplane, yet it belies the danger it holds, 
just as the attraction of the aviation industry, built on promises of a faster, more 
efficient life, disguises the losses in interpersonal relationships and one’s 
disconnection with the world that it produces. Consider the opening scene of the 
film script draft of The Big Money, which was to be produced by Neptune 
Productions Company in 1953. The scene was to show Charley Anderson crashing 
in a plane and crawling away from the wreckage and the camera is to “move along 
his arm to his clutching hand […] As his hand almost fills the screen, it grasps the 
fluttering [hundred dollar] bill and holds it tight.”985 Although this film was never 
made, Dos Passos did write back to the production company to tell them that “the 
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opening seems excellent.”986 The scene begs the question, what are we willing to 
sacrifice for money? For Charley Anderson, the answer seems to be his life. Being 
so out of touch with his surroundings, he never realizes the sacrifices that he must 
make for living his tragic, isolated life. 
5. Conclusion 
In The Orient Express, Dos Passos reflects on the impact of the increasing use of 
modern transport technologies: 
So we must run across the continents always deafened by the grind of 
wheels, by the roar of the airplane motors, wallow in all the seas with the 
smell of hot oil in our nostrils and the throb of the engines in our blood. Out 
of the Babel of city piled on city, continent on continent, the world squeezed 
small and pulled out long, bouncing like a new rubber ball, we get what? 
Certainly not peace.987 
Dos Passos emphasizes the feeling of being confined by the noises, the smells, 
and the movements of these new technologies, thus pointing to a shifting 
experience of the world influenced by the increasing presence of new technologies. 
As I have illustrated in this chapter, Dos Passos’s discomfort during his first 
experience of flight—particularly the sense of being so far removed from the 
familiarity of the world below—as well as the burgeoning American aviation 
industry in the 1920s and 30s made him even more aware of the radical, 
technologically-induced changes to one’s perception of one’s surroundings. This 
awareness, I argue, contributed to the change in his writing. Just as the aeroplane 	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contracts space, so does Dos Passos pile his characters and stories on top of each 
other in The Big Money, thus producing a chaotic world in which there is certainly 
“no peace.” The feeling of being trapped, of being “squeezed small,” as well as the 
constant noises, the “grind[ing]” and “roar[ing],” and the “throb[bing]” and 
“bouncing” movements are also featured prominently in Airways Inc. and The Big 
Money as a way of conveying an increasingly technologized world. In The Big 
Money, added to the bombardment of these sensations is the different experience 
of temporality as time becomes quickened (for example in the Newsreel sections), 
slowed down (in the Camera Eye sections), fragmented (as the reader moves 
suddenly from one narrative mode to another), and condensed (in, for instance, the 
biography sections), thereby disorienting the reader and revealing to him or her the 
effect of modern technologies on one’s senses and perceptions. 
In the years after the publication of The Big Money, as Dos Passos changed his 
political stance from radical left to conservative right, he would also see and 
experience the development of the aircraft to become more accommodating to 
passengers. As a war correspondent in the Second World War, he would see the 
advantages of flight compared to land and sea transportation in terms of how fast 
he could get his journalist work done, including interviewing the locals and 
observing military operations. Writing about an “exciting” trip across Australia, Dos 
Passos tells his wife, “We zigzagged across New Guinea and then shot down the 
whole east coast of Australia […] and now back up to this cheery metropolis when I 
have to do some work before making a fairly direct beeline for home.”988 He also 
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wrote to Katy of the views of the flora and fauna he would find on his trips and 
called himself an “aerial navi-gape.”989 In the University of Virginia archives, where 
the main repository of his works is located, there is a folder which includes several 
aerial photographs taken of villages and the natural landscape that he took during 
his time as a war correspondent, which suggests a continuing fascination with the 
aerial view. However, this time, instead of expressing a sense of hesitance 
regarding the distance the aeroplane places between viewer and subject, there is a 
sense of appreciation for the way in which the aeroplane allows him access to the 
more inaccessible parts of the world. Exploring different parts of the world that 
presented a sharp contrast to corporate America must have persuaded him of the 
usefulness of flight. It appears that as Dos Passos found a more productive use for 
the aeroplane, he became less concerned about its possible negative impact on 
one’s perceptions and more focused on how flight can benefit one’s view of one’s 
environment. The source of Dos Passos’s contention with flight in Airways, Inc. and 
The Big Money, it seems, is not so much the aeroplane or aviation per se, but 
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Conclusion 
 
To conclude this study, I would like to review what I have tried to accomplish in the 
preceding chapters. I began with the thesis that the invention of the aeroplane and 
the emergence of the aviation industry in the early twentieth century contributed to 
the writing of some modernist literature. Previous studies tend to focus more on 
aviation’s role in advancing militarism and nationalism, thus overlooking the 
aeroplane’s various other capacities that have also significantly influenced 
modernist writers. These other capacities that I study in the thesis include the 
aeroplane’s facilitating role in establishing internationalism as a way of countering 
wars and diffusing international tension; the aeroplane’s ability to foster a more 
inclusive, all-encompassing worldview that in turn raises environmental awareness; 
the aeroplane’s mechanical ability to liberate the flyer from the confines of the 
world below, which effectively reflects modernist rootlessness; and the aeroplane’s 
influence on one’s senses and perceptions of the world. These various other roles 
notably coincide with several modernists’ concerns such as Woolf’s attempt to 
encapsulate the whole of life in her writing, Faulkner’s preoccupation with the 
freedom that can be found in rootlessness, and Dos Passos’s criticism of an 
increasingly technologically-mediated world. By studying these connections or the 
way in which these writers use the aeroplane to represent issues they were 
concerned with, we are able to observe the great extent to which the figure of the 
aeroplane influenced modernist writing. More than just representing patriotism and 
military destructiveness, the aeroplane in modernist literature can be seen to bear 
multiple, even conflicting, significances. In studying the various ways in which the 
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aeroplane was perceived—the aeroplane’s own multiple capacities, functions, and 
purposes contributing to the variety of ideas about aviation—we also gain further 
insight into the diversity and complexity of modernist literature itself as modernists 
reacted and responded to the new, rapidly proliferating technology. 
Such a deduction, it must be noted, can only be reached once we reconsider the 
variety in and complexity of historical notions of aviation. This thesis thus highlights 
the need for a reconsideration of past and current notions of different technologies 
and technology in general in order to more accurately understand their roles in 
modernist literature. To this end, critics of literature should also take into account 
new studies in the history of technology that are constantly being produced. This 
thesis, for instance, took into account studies done by Waqar Zaidi and David 
Edgerton, both of whom reconsidered contemporary notions of twentieth-century 
ideas about aviation. Both studies altered the common perception that there was 
an absence of support for an international control of aviation, which has significant 
repercussions for those who frequently associate twentieth-century aviation with 
nationalist aims and purposes. An emerging area of interest in the history of 
technology that critics might consider for further research is the notion of animals 
as technology. In her research on horses in Industrial America, Ann Norton Greene 
points out how the reliance on horses increased as the steam engine proliferated 
and depended on horses in order to be practically applied as a source of power for 
transportation. She states that, “as much as people like to think of horses as 
specimens of original nature, horses are one of the very oldest kinds of 
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technology.”990 Her study thus reconfigures the idea of technology and nature as 
being opposing forces by illustrating a more dependent relationship, which could 
affect readings of animals and technology in twentieth-century literature. 
Before discussing the impact of aviation on modernist literature, in the first chapter 
I studied how H.G. Wells responded to the invention of the aeroplane so that a 
comparison can be made with the impact of aviation on modernist writing. The 
newly-invented aeroplane’s ability to cross national boundaries, I argued, helped 
shape Wells’s vision of a world government, whose establishment became 
necessary due to the rapid development of aeroplanes as war machines. 
Compared to his portrayal of aeroplanes as destructive and oppressive before they 
were successfully realized, his writings after heavier-than-air flight had become a 
reality, depict aeroplanes in a positive light, as key features of a successful world 
government. Especially in The Shape of Things to Come, Wells clearly illustrates 
that a world government is the only solution to a world where national boundaries 
are easily permeated. Notably, in this text, the surviving aviators organized the first 
Conference at Basra that led to the first attempt at establishing a world state. As a 
result of what he perceived to be an increasing urgency of the need for a world 
government due to the quick rise of aviation, Wells’s literature became increasingly 
assertive and instructional as he aggressively promoted his ideas of a world 
government and an attendant education system. Aviation, then, can be seen to 
have significantly shaped Wells’s thinking and writing. However, the authoritarian 
way with which he expresses his ideas conflicted with his aim of achieving world 
unity. Modernists, then, had to figure out ways in which to propose and depict more 	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peaceful and constructive uses for aeroplanes without themselves adopting a 
totalitarian stance. In the following chapters, it becomes clear that Woolf, Faulkner, 
and Dos Passos chose to incorporate flight and the aerial view in their literary and 
narrative techniques as an alternative (and perhaps, more preferable) way of 
suggesting alternative uses for the aeroplane. 
In the second chapter, I argued that Virginia Woolf’s reading of Anne Morrow 
Lindbergh’s North to the Orient encouraged her to incorporate a more inclusive, all-
encompassing perspective in her writing that is not unlike the aeroplane’s panoptic 
aerial view. Her earlier depictions of aviation in Mrs. Dalloway and ‘Flying over 
London’, I demonstrated, not only criticize military and nationalist appropriations of 
the aeroplane, but also suggest that aeroplanes can be put to better, more 
constructive use. I contended that her reading of North to the Orient, which 
portrays Lindbergh’s refreshing view of aviation that helps to foster international co-
operation and encourages appreciation of the natural environment, convinced 
Woolf of the constructive potential of the aeroplane’s panoptic aerial view: its wide 
scope and inclusivity particularly reflecting Woolf’s concept of the Outsider Society 
in Three Guineas. I showed how Woolf’s later texts, namely The Years and 
Between the Acts, emulate the wide, all-encompassing aerial view. In Between the 
Acts, Woolf also emphasizes the presence of non-humans and the natural 
surroundings by noting the various sounds that they make, mingling them with the 
human characters’ voices. Notably, the way in which Woolf juxtaposes these 
various, at times conflicting, perspectives does not highlight the impossibility of 
their co-existence, but rather illustrates the possibility of their peaceful co-existence 
without one oppressing or devaluing the other. The aeroplane’s panoptic aerial 
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view, then, can be seen to have helped Woolf develop her literary technique in 
order to better depict the complexity of the modern world. 
Moving across the Atlantic, in the third chapter I studied William Faulkner’s 
fascination with flight and how his own experience as an aerial performer made an 
impact on the writing of Pylon. I argued that Pylon’s focus on the spectacle of flight, 
rather than its political significance or commercial benefits, as well as the 
unconventional, liberated lifestyle of the barnstormers was written in part as 
Faulkner’s response to the constraints and profit-minded culture of Hollywood that 
was devoid of an appreciation of creative experimentation and skill in art and 
performance. I showed how the rich imagery of the novel as well as its cinematic 
traits like slow-motion and close-ups capture the spectacle and sensations of flight. 
Speed itself, I demonstrated, can be detected in the temporality of the novel set in 
the near future, its uses of portmanteaus, and constant reminders of the turning of 
the news cycle. Flight can therefore be said to have impacted on Faulkner’s writing 
on a more sensory level, revealing his close relationship with the flying machine 
and his attraction to the physical experience of flight. 
In contrast to Wells, Woolf, and Faulkner, Dos Passos did not have a positive view 
of flight and was wary of the impact of aviation on the individual. In the fourth 
chapter, I argued that his unpleasant experience of his first flight convinced him of 
the harmful effects of flying. Being so far removed from earth, and with the aerial 
view reducing everything and everyone to insignificant entities, flying, to Dos 
Passos, would alienate people from one another. I showed how the shift in his 
writing and his experimentation with literary techniques in Airways, Inc. and The 
Big Money can be related to his experience of flight as well as a response to the 
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aviation industry boom in the 1920s and 30s that made urgent to him the changes 
brought about to the way in which one would experience the world. In Airways, 
Inc., for example, I showed how Dos Passos uses the stage, the sound effects, 
and the props to convey a chaotic world made smaller by the increasing 
interconnectedness between places and industries due to the aeroplane and the 
rise of the aviation industry. The individual, represented by Amari and the other 
protesting laborers, becomes overwhelmed by the power of the corporate 
institutions that are now gaining more control. In The Big Money, I demonstrated 
how the use of the Newsreels, Camera Eye, biographies, and narratives, disorient 
the reader and alienate them from the characters in the text to emulate the 
sensation Dos Passos experienced during his first flight. Flight and the aviation 
industry boom can thus be said to have contributed to the shift in Dos Passos’s 
writing from the more traditional prose of One Man’s Initiation: 1917 and Three 
Soldiers to the more experimental, fragmented, and modernist writing found in 
Airways, Inc. and The Big Money. 
By shifting the focus to look beyond aviation’s association with nationalism and 
militarism, this thesis is able to see more links between modernist writing and 
aviation. While Woolf, Faulkner, and Dos Passos are only a small selection of 
writers, they are nevertheless prominent modernists whose writings were, as I 
have tried to show, affected and influenced by the aeroplane and the rise of the 
modern aviation industry in various ways. Not only does this thesis revise the 
notion of modernist perception of aviation as being limited to its military and 
nationalist past, it also proposes that the aeroplane is seen as distinct from other 
forms of technology. Due to its unique, rich, fluctuating history, as well as its 
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various forms and uses, the aeroplane in modernist literature is not a simple trope 
of war or technological progress, but a symbol that can bear multiple meanings, 
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